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Chapter One 
Tuesday, December 20 


When Seth Bellski passed the bar exam, he fantasized that 
his first client would seek him 


out because he or she had heard of his stellar reputation as 
an attorney, and when trouble befell 


them, they thought of his name like a beacon of light in the 
cold, dark forest of legal 


entanglements and turned to him in their hour of need. 


Instead, Mrs. Lola Jane Stritzke marched into his office, 
threw her beach-bag-sized purse 


on his desk, and said, “| need someone to represent me in 
two days. | don’t care who. Can you do 


it?” 


Seth tugged at his tie. It was hot in the office, even though 
it was a blustery winter day in 


Seattle. The building blasted too much heat in the winter, 
too much air conditioning in the 


summer, and it lacked openable windows. At this point, he 
no doubt had sweat stains on his 


white dress shirt, so he didn’t dare remove his suit jacket. 


“I'd be happy to help any way I can,” Seth said. He 
motioned for her to sit and cleared a 


space off his desk. “His” desk wasn’t technically accurate; it 
was the desk shared by him, two 


interns, and, from three to five every afternoon, Kelly, the 
five-year-old daughter of Violet 


Partridge, founding partner of Partridge & Craft Law. 


Lola Stritzke sat across from Seth. She had black, glossy hair 
piled elegantly on the back 


of her head and held in place with a gold hair clip. Her skin 
was evenly, expensively tan—a true 


feat in the Pacific Northwest. 


She wore a tailored, cream-colored, wool-crepe suit that 
showed off the curves of her 


body. Her watch was Cartier, her shoes Manolo Blahnik. 
Combined, her wardrobe implied she 


had a lot of money. 
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“I don’t have a lot of money,” she said immediately. At 
Seth’s raised eyebrow, she 


gestured to her diamond-crusted wedding band. “My 
husband has money, but I don’t. | don’t 


want anything to do with his money.” She reached into her 
voluminous bag and pulled out a pack 


of gum. She offered Seth a piece, and when he refused, she 
put two sticks into her mouth. “My 


last lawyer quit on me two days before my hearing, that 
coward.” 


“The hearing is for what? Mediation?” Seth asked. 


Lola shook her head. “No, it’s for a status conference.” She 
chewed intensely. It wasn’t 


rude—she politely kept her mouth shut, but she chawed 
frantically like a gerbil pulverizing a 


sunflower seed. “This close to the holidays, my husband 
wants to finalize the details and get the 


judge to sign the orders.” 
“Where's the hearing?” 
“King County Superior Court.” 


“Okay. Your previous attorney filed your petition for the 
dissolution of marriage and the 


summons?” 


Lola nodded, jaw still working vigorously. “All the 
paperwork’s at home. l'Il bring it to 


the conference on Thursday.” 


“That’s fine.” Seth tugged at his tie again. It was a 
disadvantage not to have the paperwork 


now, but then again it sounded like a walk in the park. 
Divorce case near completion, the 


research already done by a prior attorney. 


“I can’t believe he would quit on me like that.” Lola 
concentrated on her bag. She chewed. 


Then in a burst of energy, she fumbled through her purse 
and acquired a third stick. 


Seth realized he was witnessing someone in the midst of a 
breakdown. It was hard to 


detect—in his family, there was never any doubt when a 
meltdown occurred. There was 


screaming, emphatic gesturing, and copious quantities of 
tears. 


And that was just his father. 


But Lola remained composed, quietly venting her 
frustrations, annihilating stick after stick 


of innocent Juicy Fruit. 


“We have a sliding scale payment system here at our firm,” 
Seth offered. “In certain 


circumstances, we withhold all attorney fees until 
settlement is reached.” 
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“That would be best.” She whipped a tissue from her bag 
and wiped her mouth. Before he 


realized, she’d somehow secreted her entire wad of gum 
somewhere and was now chew-free. 


Her graceful fingers and sleight of hand made him think 
she’d missed her calling as a magician. 


“Don’t worry, Mrs. Stritzke,” Seth said. “We handle cases 
like this all the time.” Seth 


didn’t tell her he’d never handled one. But as part of Violet’s 
legal team, he’d assisted on dozens 


of them. Violet’s firm specialized in representing 
underprivileged women, and divorce was a 


common Case. 


He shuffled through the papers on his desk until he found a 
clean pad. “Let’s start at the 


beginning.” He offered his most consoling smile. “Tell me 
why you want a divorce and end with 


what you want to get out of it.” 


“It’s all in the paperwork. Tony, my last attorney, has all the 
details and the relief I’m 


requesting.” 


“That’s fine, but | need a little background when | walk into 
court on Thursday. Why do 


you want this divorce?” 
Lola’s eyes shifted. “We’re just not a good match anymore.” 


Lying, Seth thought, but he dismissed what that meant for 
the moment. 


“How long have you and your husband...” 

“George,” Lola supplied. 

“George. How long have you and George been married?” 
“Twenty-four years, Mr. Bellski.” 

“You can call me Seth.” 


She smiled then, looking somewhat relieved. “Seth. 
Thanks.” 


“And you two are separated at this time?” 


“I moved in with my sister Kirsten.” Again, Lola’s eyes 
shifted nervously. “This all came 


about out of nowhere. | don’t have a long-term plan yet.” 


Seth studied her for a moment. She had exuded a 
confidence and sense of entitlement when 


she entered the office, but clearly something eroded that 
confidence behind the scenes. He meant 


to ask a follow-on question, but she interrupted. 
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“You know, my barista Carla told me to come here,” Lola 
admitted. “I was panicked when 


Tony left me high and dry, but Carla recommended you.” 


Seth raced through the names of recent clients he and 
Violet had worked with. 


“Carla...Carla Quilty?” 
Lola nodded. “She raved about you.” 


Seth cleared his throat. “Well, not me, obviously. | just 
assisted. Violet Partridge was her 


attorney.” 


“No, you actually. She told me to find the handsome young 
man at the firm.” A little pink 


made its way through her bronzer. 


Seth would have made a joke about some other handsome 
young man, but there were no 


other men at the firm. The firm consisted of Violet, her 
partner, Hannah Craft, and a handful of 


young, aspiring activist female legal assistants who'd joined 
forces to change the world. 


Seth self-consciously ran a hand through his hair. It was 
getting long, beginning to curl at 


the edges, and making him look more like a skater than a 
lawyer. But his barber had recently 


died, and he was loath to pay the prices his boyfriend, Lars, 
paid at the nearby salon. 


“Mrs. Stritzke—” 
“Call me Lola.” 


“Lola, if this came about suddenly, there must have been 
something that triggered the 


separation.” 
Lola’s flirtatious smile disappeared. “Nothing in particular.” 


Seth kept scanning her for signs of violence. Apparently 
working at Partridge & Craft for 


six months had altered his expectations. He’d seen enough 
domestic abuse to make him start to 


assume it. 


“I’m fine,” Lola reassured him. “George wouldn’t hurt me. | 
just...” She shook her head. 


“It’s not me that wants the divorce, okay? This is his idea. 
This is his plan. Since he got this idea 


in his head, he’s become a different person. | hardly 
recognize him. And I can’t stand the person 


he’s become.” 

“And who is that?” Seth asked. 

“A liar.” 
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Seth nodded. He knew how hard it was to live with a liar, 
firsthand. Still, it wasn’t fair to 


compare his current boyfriend with George Stritzke. Lars’s 
lies had been largely confined to 


hiding his homosexuality. Who knew what motivated Lola’s 
husband? 


“Let’s get the details of your status conference.” Seth took 
notes, marking the time and 


location, and arranged to meet her an hour before to review 
the paperwork before meeting the 


judge. As they spoke, she reached for her pack of gum 
several times but never succumbed, 


although the second she left his office, he suspected she 
mouthed the rest of the pack. 


For his part, the moment she closed the door behind her, 
Seth ripped off his tie and 


unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. He rarely wore a 
suit—Violet’s philosophy was that 


their firm should feel more like a home than an office, 
exuding a Safe, relaxing atmosphere to 


comfort anxious clients. But Lars insisted that clients 
needed to believe you took their cases 


seriously, and nothing represented seriousness like a 
pressed three-piece suit. 


As if psychically knowing Seth was thinking of him, Lars 
called. Seth’s cell phone was on 


vibrate and nearly rumbled itself off the desk, saved only by 
the intervention of a pen that read 


My Womb is Not Your Room. 
“Hey.” Seth leaned back in his chair. 


“Hi, baby.” Traffic roared on the phone, which meant Lars 
was in his car. “You thinking 


about me?” 


“Cursing you, actually.” Seth rolled up his tie and threw it at 
his backpack across the room. 


He tossed wide, and it landed several feet away from his 
bag. He was glad no one was there to 


see. “Three-piece suits are for Victorians and idiots.” 
“Yeah, but did you get the client?” 

Seth grinned. “Yes.” 

“Good for you, baby! What’s her story?” 

“What makes you think it’s a woman?” 


Lars scoffed. “Does Violet have any male clients?” Honking 
sounded over the phone, and 


Seth had a terrible suspicion it was Lars’s fault. Lars drove 
like he was driving for NASCAR, 


swerving in and out of lanes one-handed, and it scared Seth 
shitless. 


“You’re using your hands-free device, right? Where are you 
going? 
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“Of course | am. I’m on the way to the airport, picking up my 
folks.” There was a pause. 


“You didn’t forget, did you?” 
“I might have blocked it out.” 


Lars sighed. “It’s only until Boxing Day. We'll survive. Tell me 
about your client.” 


“No.” 


“No?” 


“You've helped me on every single case I’ve assisted since 
passing the bar,” Seth said. 


“This is the first time I’m the lead, and | want to do it on my 
own.” 


“Fine, fine. I’m just curious. | didn’t realize you resented—” 


“I don’t,” Seth said quickly. “I /ove your help. That’s the 
problem. I’m beginning to rely 


on it, and | need to prove I can do this on my own.” 


In the following silence, Seth could almost hear Lars rolling 
his eyes. Seth’s need to prove 


himself had caused issues in the past. After passing the bar, 
Lars had assumed Seth would come 


and work for him, but instead Seth went to work for his 
friend Violet. Lars had been shocked. 


But Seth wanted the validation of being an equal before 
joining legal forces with his lover, 


and to get that, he had to cut his teeth somewhere else. 
After all, when they met, Seth had been 


Lars’s legal assistant. Now he was an attorney—thanks to 
Lars’s help—but he still had to work 


to establish himself. 


Of course, he felt guilty leaving Lars in the lurch. Lars had 
left his business partner of ten 


years, Adam Finch, and started his own firm because Seth 
had pushed Lars to come out to his 


friends and family. The fallout from that announcement had 
reverberated through Lars’s life, 


impacting how his parents treated him, how his brother 
talked to him, and how his coworkers 


and clients thought of him. 


But if Lars blamed Seth, he never showed it. He’d only ever 
Supported Seth and never 


understood why Seth was so concerned with Lars’s 
impression of him. 


“Fine, baby,” Lars said. “Do this on your own, but if you 
need me, I’m happy to help.” 


“I know. Thank you.” 

“You'll be home at six?” 
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“Yeah.” Seth’s stomach dropped. “Shit. | have to call my 
mom and tell her we’re not 


coming over for dinner.” 
“You haven't told her yet?” 


“I tried to bring it up yesterday, but she was too flustered to 
listen.” 


“Well try not to be late.” There was a pause. “I need you 
there tonight. Really.” 


“| know.” 
“Don’t make me do this alone.” 


“I won't. lII be there. l'Il tell my mom she’ll have to cope 
without us for one night.” 


There was more honking, the squeal of tires, and Seth 
closed his eyes even though the 


images of vehicular manslaughter were only in his head. 


“Shit! Son of a... Gotta go, baby. See you tonight.” Lars 
hung up the phone, and Seth just 


hoped Lars would be in one piece when he saw him again. 


Seth stared at his cell phone for a long minute after Lars’s 
call. How the hell would he 


break it to his mother that he and Lars weren't joining them 
for the first night of Hanukkah? 


It wasn’t as though his family typically made a big deal 
about Hanukkah, but since his 


parents had only recently moved to the area from upstate 
New York, they had been unusually 


needy in their social expectations for their children. 


It was Seth’s sister’s fault. Rachel had ruined everything by 
moving to Seattle and getting 


that job at Amazon. Once Rachel, her husband, and their 
two children had made the exodus from 


the east coast to join Seth as members of the laid-back, 
vitamin D-deficient population of the 


Pacific Northwest, it was inevitable that their parents would 
follow. After all, there were 


grandchildren—the ultimate lure for any aging Jewish 
couple. So despite having the rest of the 


Bellski clan, all their friends and clubs and shopping 
discounts in northern New York, Herman 


and Ruth followed their children to Seattle. 


“Knock knock.” Violet popped her head around Seth’s door. 
“You got a sec?” 


“Sure.” 


Violet stepped in. She wore a baggy pair of jeans and had 
her curly brown hair up ina 


ponytail. She never wore makeup, and judging by the bags 
under her eyes, her kids had kept her 


up again all night. 
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“Lola left looking happy.” 


“She wants us to represent her.” 


“She wants you to represent her.” Violet squeezed Seth’s 
Shoulder. “This is your show, 


Seth. It’s about time you got a chance to take on something 
all on your own.” 


“She seemed nervous.” 


Violet shrugged. “She’s leaving her husband of over twenty 
years. She’s almost fifty. It’s a 


hard decision after so much time.” 


“Yeah, but it seems like something else.” Seth shook his 
head. “I don’t know. Ignore me. 


l'm more worried about my mother than Lola.” 


“Just remember this: even if you piss your mother off, she'll 
forgive you.” Violet frowned. 


“Unless you commit murder.” 


“Or rape animals. She wouldn’t forgive that either,” Seth 
said. 


“Yeah, or became a Jehovah’s Witness,” Violet countered. 


“Or launch a plan to nuke an alien species as soon as they 
try to make contact with us.” 


Violet blinked. 


“Lars made me watch The Abyss again last night,” Seth 
admitted. 


Violet sighed. “My point is that your mother will, under most 
circumstances, forgive you, 


especially for something as minor as missing a dinner.” 
“ Hanukkah dinner.” 
“There’s eight of them, right?” 


“Yeah, but this is the first night.” Seth sighed and grabbed 
his phone. 


“You'll survive.” Violet yawned, and gave Seth a semihug 
that was apparently more just 


an excuse to lean on him and catch a three-second nap. 


“If you need help with Lola, just holler,” she mumbled into 
his clavicle. 


“Thanks.” 


Violet roused herself and left the room. Seth flipped open his 
phone, and then he spent the 


next twenty minutes trying his hardest to convince his 
mother he was not the worst of all God’s 


Chosen People. 
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Chapter Two 


It was ten past six by the time Seth got home. The Bell Town 
neighborhood was in the 


heart of downtown Seattle, which was in the midst of that 
ethereal transitional period when the 


business traffic went home but the nightlife had yet to 
begin. Fog descended over nearly deserted 


streets, making what was normally a vibrant, frenetic part of 
the city feel homey. 


He took the elevator to the fifth floor but stood in front of his 
apartment door for a long 


minute, key in hand, dreading entering. 


It wasn’t that he didn’t like his apartment. He loved their 
home. And he loved Lars. 


But he didn’t love the idea of sharing their eight hundred 
square feet with Christian and 


Anne Marie Varga. 


He hadn’t even met Lars’s parents, he reminded himself. 
Maybe they were charming 


people. 


Charming people who, in the last three years, had changed 
the subject every time Lars 


mentioned Seth or anything to do with their life together. 
People who never mentioned their 


son’s orientation to friends or family. They hadn’t shut him 
out completely. But it hadn’t been a 


very warm reception either. 


Of course, Seth’s own family’s reaction had been a tinge 
frosty at the beginning, but within 


a few months they had rallied, even going so far as to join 
their local chapter of PFLAG and 


donate to the It Gets Better campaign. Seth was proud of his 
family’s tolerance and distrustful of 


the Vargas’s silence. 


But he wasn’t going to improve relations by hanging out in 
the hallway, so he pushed his 


key into the lock. Lars loved his family for better or worse, 
so Seth was going to have to make 


the best of it. 
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As he walked through the door, the smell of sautéing garlic 
and ginger filled the air. 


Elmore James played on the stereo. 


He rounded the corner to the central kitchen. Lars stirred 
the contents of a pot, his normally 


pale face rosy from the heat of the stove and the half-empty 
bottle of wine on the counter. He 


wore a long-sleeved, dark blue T-shirt that was lightly 
dusted with flour from cooking, and a pair 


of dark blue jeans. His blond hair was slightly darker in the 
winter than in the summer when it 


bleached yellow, but it still brought out the brilliant blue in 
his eyes. 


Lars smiled widely. “Hey baby,” he said quietly. He nodded 
over to the living room. 


Seth sighed and dropped his backpack in the hall, then 
made his way through to the living 


room. The view of Elliott Bay was obscured in twilight, but 
the lights of the city twinkled 


through windows steamed with heat from the kitchen, 
making the place feel exceptionally warm 


and intimate. 


Then he turned to greet the stonily immobile couple sitting 
together on the red sofa in 


complete silence, and all the warmth of the room froze. 


Seth stepped forward, offering his hand. “Mr. and Mrs. 
Varga, I’m Seth Bellski.” 


Mr. Varga shook Seth’s hand but said nothing. He was an 
older version of Lars, still 


attractive in his seventies with a full head of silver hair and 
a lean figure. He wore a black 


turtleneck and charcoal slacks, and his leather belt and 
shoes were polished to a gleam. 


Lars’s mother, Anne Marie, gave Seth a little nod and smile, 
standing partially, before 


sitting back down without touching his hand. She had been 
diagnosed with breast cancer several 


years before and, despite being in remission, her health was 
still fragile, and it showed. She was 


bony, her long brown and gray hair brittle looking, and her 
skin pale. But she was dressed 


tastefully, and Seth could tell she had once been beautiful. 
Her eyes were as blue as Lars’s. 


“Hello,” she offered. She sat back and stared along with her 
husband. 


Seth cleared his throat and sat across from them in one of 
two lounge chairs. He still wore 


his suit, although he’d removed his tie. 

“How was your flight from Oakland?” Seth asked. 
“All right,” Mrs. Varga said. 

“Not bad,” Mr. Varga added. 

Holidays with the Bellskis: Miracle of the Bellskis 
11 


Seth nodded vigorously. “Great! Have you been to Seattle 
before?” 


They nodded. 


Seth waited a moment. They offered no response. “What 
sights did you see last time?” 


The looked at each other. “I don’t remember everything,” 
Mrs. Varga said. 


“Some trees,” Mr. Varga said. 
“Did you go to Pike Place Market?” 
Mrs. Varga shook her head. 


“Oh, we'll definitely have to go there,” Seth said. “And the 
Space Needle, of course.” 


She nodded. 
Seth nodded. 
Silence. 


Seth cleared his throat. “Do you want anything to drink? We 
have wine, seltzer, beer, juice, 


or | can make you gin and tonics...?” 
“We're fine,” Mrs. Varga said. 

“No, thank you,” said Lars’s father. 
Seth smiled. 


“You sure? Or | can get Lars to make egg nog for you. His 
version is strong enough to 


make you think you’re still flying.” 
They didn’t laugh. “No, thank you,” Mr. Varga said. 


“No, thank you,” Mrs. Varga repeated. 


Seth gave them an opportunity to talk, which stretched into 
one of the most awkward 


extended periods of silence he’d ever experienced. 


“Okaaay!” Seth clapped his hands together. “I should see if 
Lars needs any help...” 


He jumped from the seat and dashed round the corner. 
Lars had tears in his eyes. 


Seth almost panicked, but then he noticed Lars was also 
cutting onions. 
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“Bread is supposed to stop the tears,” Seth offered in a low 
voice. “But | don’t know what 


to do about your parents.” 


“Bread works with them too.” Lars shifted over a plate of 
Sliced fresh bread and a bowl of 


oil and balsamic vinegar. “Want some wine?” 


“Oh God, yes please.” Seth leaned against the doorway 
while Lars deftly reached a long 


arm up and over the fridge to grab a wineglass. “Maybe | 
should go change.” 


Lars looked Seth over as he poured the wine. He didn’t say 
anything, but his eyes glinted 


in that way that Seth recognized as arousal. 
“You look fucking hot in a three-piece suit.” 
Seth winced. “Your parents might hear that,” he whispered. 


“I’m being quiet,” Lars whispered back. He moved closer, 
running his hand over Seth’s 


crotch as he passed the glass of wine. “You should wear it 
more often.” 


“I'll wear it to bed. How about that?” 
Lars smirked. 


“Until then, however, I think I’m going to change,” Seth 
Said. 


“Go for it.” 
“Your parents won’t mind, will they?” 


Lars raised an eyebrow, hand resting on Seth’s belt. “Do you 
think we eat in suits? What 


vision of my family life do you have?” 


“Hell if | Know.” Seth lowered his voice even further. “They 
aren’t talking.” 


“They’re like that.” 
“Are they shy or annoyed?” 
“Maybe a little of both.” 


“Well, what am | Supposed to say?” 


“I don’t know.” Lars sighed and turned back to his chopping 
board. “Tell them about your 


day. Tell them about that cat we saved last week. My mother 
loves cats.” 


“Cats. Right. Okay.” Seth dashed down the hall to their 
bedroom to change. 
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It was another small room, made even smaller by the 
California king-size futon that 


dominated the space. It was the only bed long enough for a 
man of Lars’s height, however, so 


they made do. 


Seth changed into jeans, a white button-down shirt, and a 
brown sweater that Lars had 


given him last Christmas. He downed his glass of wine and 
got a refill before carrying the bread 


and oil out to the visiting statues. 

They eyed him silently, expressionless. 
“So Lars tells me you like cats,” Seth said. 
Mrs. Varga nodded. 


“We were thinking of adopting this one cat,” Seth told them. 
“She almost got hit by a car 


on First Avenue, but Lars jumped into traffic and saved her. | 
bundled her into a box, and we got 


her upstairs. We both adored her, but it turns out she 
belonged to someone in the building here 


and had accidentally escaped. Anyway, it made us think we 
wanted to adopt a cat.” 


“That’s a nice idea.” 

Seth drank his wine. “You have pets?” 

“Not anymore,” Mrs. Varga said. 

Mr. Varga glanced at his BlackBerry. 

Holy shit, this was awful. 

“So you're a lawyer as well, right?” Seth asked Lars’s dad. 


“Was. I’m retired now.” He didn’t bother looking up from his 
mobile phone. 


“What kind of law did you practice?” 

“Patent and trademark litigation.” 

“Aha.” Seth swallowed. “I’m an attorney as well.” 
“Not a paralegal?” 


Seth smiled tightly. At least they had paid attention to 
something Lars told them. “I was a 


paralegal back when Lars and I met. But | passed the bar in 
June.” 


“Well, congratulations.” Mr. Varga gave him a bland look. 
“Welcome to the profession.” 
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Seth swirled the contents of his glass. Big Bill Broonzy sang 
from the stereo, “I’m gonna 


lay my head on some sad railroad iron,” and Seth really 
couldn’t have agreed more. 


How long was Lars going to be in the kitchen? 


He hated it when Lars invited people for dinner but spent 
the entire night in the kitchen. 


That was the fate of any entertaining chef, and Seth was 
beginning to understand why Lars 


wanted to knock a hole between the kitchen and living room 
so he could see what was going on 


and interact while cooking. 


But until they broke their lease and punched a hole in the 
wall, or until Seth learned to 


cook more than sandwiches, the brunt of socialization fell to 
him. 


“You don’t have a Christmas tree?” Mrs. Varga asked, her 
first question of the night. 


“Nah. I’m Jewish, you know.” 


“Oh.” That was a startled, disparaging oh as compared to 
the other noncommittal, neutral 


oh s he'd received so far. 


“I told Lars he could put one up if he wanted, but he said it 
wasn’t worth the trouble.” 


Lars’s mother openly scowled at that. 


“I do like Christmas lights, though,” he added. “I put up the 
white lights around the office 


window. If they keep you up, you can just unplug them.” 


No comment. Seth felt like tugging his tie again, but he no 
longer had one. He was only 


conversationally strangled. 


His cell phone rang, and he ran to it as if it were a buoy and 
he were drowning at sea. At 


last! Someone who might speak! he thought, but then he 
saw it was his mother and he almost 


didn’t answer. 


But after such a dramatic fetching of the phone, he could 
hardly ignore it. Besides, he had 


set Barbara Streisand’s “Cry Me a River” as his mother’s 
ringtone, and the song was clearly 


causing Mr. Varga stress. 


“Mom!” Seth said quickly. He smiled and waved at the icy 
Vargas and turned down the 


hall and back into the bedroom. “What’s wrong?” 


“Does something have to be wrong? | can’t call my son on 
the first night of Hanukkah and 


wish him a happy holiday without there being some sort of 
trouble?” 
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“Not when we spoke less than an hour ago and | told you | 
had a house full of guests.” 


Seth could hear an argument in the background, no doubt 
between his father and Aaron, 


Seth’s brother-in-law. 


“I just wanted to make sure you had enough to eat. | can 
drop off some leftovers. | made 


enough food for you and Lars, you know. | didn’t know you 
wouldn’t be coming over.” 


“I know, Ma, you told me.” Seth rolled his eyes. “Look, give 
them to Aaron. He needs to 


fatten up.” 


His mother laughed at that. Aaron was overweight. “That’s 
not nice, honey. How are the 


Vargas?” 


Seth shut his bedroom door. “Cold.” 


“Cold? They’re from California, you idiot. Turn on the heat!” 
“No, | mean icy,” Seth clarified. “Unfriendly.” 

“What, they don’t like you or something?” 

“I don’t think they want to be here.” 


His mother made a tsking sound. “Well then let them eat 
out somewhere and come over 


with Lars.” 
“| can’t do that,” Seth said. 
“Why not?” 


“Mom! How would you feel if you flew in to visit me and | 
left you to eat dinner with 


someone else?” 

“That’s exactly what you are doing!” she cried. 
“No it isn’t!” 

“Look, you promised you'd be here—” 


“Mother.” Seth breathed through his nose. “Lars and | will be 
there tomorrow. | swear. 


We'll light the second candle with you. l'Il even make Lars 
cook latkes.” 


He knew that would work. Ever since Lars learned how to 
make latkes at Seth’s aunt and 


uncle’s B&B in Whistler, they’d become a Bellski family 
favorite. 


“Really?” his mother whispered. 
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“Really.” 


“All right. Well, turn up the heat. Don’t let them catch a cold. 
And tell Lars’s parents that 


they’re invited as well. We’d love to meet them.” 
Seth nearly choked in horror. “Okay, Mom.” 

“| love you, sweetie.” 

“Love you, Mom.” 

“Bye.” 


Seth hung up the phone and clenched it in his fist. He 
popped open the door and saw Mr. 


and Mrs. Varga hadn’t moved an inch. They halfheartedly 
dipped their bread, limply shaking off 


the excess like sad seagulls in an oil disaster. 
Family. 


Seth returned to the living room and tried a few more 
attempts at conversation, but when 


Mr. Varga gave up all pretense and started texting in the 
middle of one of Seth’s stories, he 


abandoned conversation entirely and just turned on the 
television instead. They sat watching the 


evening news in morose silence. 


“Hey, Mom. | used Grandma’s spaetzle recipe.” Lars 
beamed as he came around the 


corner. Golden light from the kitchen set off his hair, and he 
looked like an angel. Seth realized 


he was doing this because he loved Lars. He had to endure. 
“You'll have to tell me if | got it 


right.” 

“Need any help?” Seth asked. Please, fuck, let me help. 
“No, all good. We’re ready to eat. Table’s set.” 

“Thank God,” Seth mumbled. Mrs. Varga scowled. 


“Follow me!” Seth cried. Not like they needed directions to 
the dining room. It was 


attached to the living room and was separated by paint 
color alone. 


The four crowded around Seth and Lars’s small folding 
dining table. The tablecloth, 


napkins, and the white porcelain plates were all new, which 
meant that Lars had been shopping 


that afternoon. It was a sweet gesture, but it also unnerved 
Seth. He couldn’t imagine feeling the 


need to run out and buy new dishes to entertain his family. 
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Lars’s long legs crashed into his father’s under the table, so 
he turned himself to the side, 


letting them stretch into the hall. This made him turn his 
back to Seth, which Seth felt was 


unnecessary. 


The food was, of course, fantastic. It was the one arena in 
which Lars never let Seth down. 


At first he’d assumed Lars was incapable of culinary 
mistakes. Then he realized Lars erred often, 


especially with new recipes, but had the cooking genius to 
recover from each mistake and 


disguise it as all part of the plan. 


It had become a game to Seth whenever Lars presented a 
new dish. What went wrong 


here? He would guess because one would never know by 
presentation or flavor alone. The 


dinner this evening was a celebration of Mrs. Varga’s 
German roots, and there were a lot of 


carbohydrates going on, but the combination of seasonings 
and proportion of sauces still 


managed to convey a lightness often lacking in Teutonic 
victuals. 


“The sauerkraut?” Seth whispered. 
Lars turned and smirked. “No.” 


Mrs. Varga frowned, not following the in-joke, but Lars 
promptly distracted her by asking 


after a family friend. He was more successful in getting his 
mother to converse, but his father ate 


without contributing more than an occasional grumbled 
negative. 


“Todd Rasek has started a new restaurant outside San 
Rafael,” Mrs. Varga said. 


“Rated B by the health department,” Lars’s father 
contributed. 


“His wife just gave birth to fraternal twins, a boy and a girl,” 
Mrs. Varga commented. 


“Twice the cost,” Mr. Varga lovingly added. 


“The spaetzle’s butter and sage sauce?” Seth asked under 
his breath. 


“Wrong.” Lars served his father more potatoes. 


“Have any clients at your new business?” his father asked, 
tucking into his second helping. 


Lars nodded. He was drinking more wine than usual, Seth 
noticed, but he couldn’t blame 


him. “At the moment | can’t turn down clients while I’m 
trying to rebuild my base, so I’m taking 


on two new cases this week, one contract settlement, which 
should be pretty cut-and-dried, and a 


client I’m taking on for a friend’s legal firm.” 
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“You should never have dissolved Finch and Varga,” his 
father mumbled. “Ten years of 


building a business, only to start from scratch again.” 


Lars glanced at Seth briefly. “I’m not starting from scratch. 
Several clients transferred over 


with me. Besides, | have more freedom to take on a variety 
of cases this way.” 


Mr. Varga snorted derisively. Seth felt his blood begin to boil 
and looked at the remains of 


his plate so his anger didn’t show. 
“Who are you taking a client for?” Seth asked. 


“Eric Klenger. Remember him? His firm doesn’t do family 
law but one of his primary 


clients needs help.” 


“You don’t do family law either,” Seth pointed out. 


“Not anymore, but | used to, before Adam and | specialized 
in corporate.” Lars wiped his 


mouth. “I have more experience than Eric, at least, and his 
client is very specific about who he 


trusts.” 


Seth just shook his head. Even as an attorney, Seth realized 
he’d never be one of those 


people who couldn’t switch off the job. He liked working 
forty hours a week. He liked not 


working. He had hobbies and truly enjoyed napping. 


But Lars was one of those people who had to always be 
doing something. He ran 


religiously every morning, cooked every evening, worked 
out, practiced law, took wine-tasting 


classes, and when he wasn’t doing any of that, he was 
watching movies with Seth or going out to 


restaurants. He stayed constantly active, whereas Seth 
preferred going home in the evenings and 


Calling it quits with a good book. 


Their domestic discussion was clearly alienating the Vargas, 
who looked away from the 


table as if what they saw disgusted them. Mr. Varga pushed 
his plate away and scowled at the 


perfect view. 


Lars served dessert, some delicate gingerbread fantasy that 
had Seth baffled and caused the 


cold indifference in his mother’s eyes to soften slightly. 
“Oh! You made Mama’s /ebkuchen!” 

Lars nodded, giving Seth an extra piece. 

“Lebkuchen?” Seth whispered. 
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“Bingo,” Lars whispered under his breath. “Completely 
fucked up.” 


Seth, Lars, and Mrs. Varga ate the cookies enthusiastically, 
but Lars’s father tossed his 


back as if in a hurry and stood. 
“Where are we sleeping? It’s been a long day.” 


Lars went very still. He only did that when insulted or hurt, 
and rage filled Seth. It was one 


thing for the Vargas to be rude to him, since he was a 
stranger and they most likely saw him only 


as the man sodomizing their oldest son. But Lars was their 
child. How could they treat him with 


disregard? 


Lars recovered quickly and gestured to their small office, off 
the dining room. “It’s gota 


futon bed that we’ve folded out. Make yourself at home.” 


Mr. and Mrs. Varga unpacked while Seth helped Lars do the 
dishes. 


“You already have too many cases right now,” Seth 
commented as he handed dishes to 


Lars for the dishwasher. “You’re too busy.” 


“Nah, being busy is good.” Lars gave him a toothy grin. “We 
need the money.” 


“We don’t need it so much that you drive yourself to an 
early grave.” 


“I like being busy.” 


“I know.” Seth turned off the faucet. “But maybe you’d have 
more time so we could take 


that Spanish class like we’ve talked about.” 
Lars nodded. “Es la verdad.” He started the dishwasher. 


Seth heard the Vargas emerge from their room and decided 
he’d had enough with 


pretending to be charming for the day. He retired to the 
bedroom he and Lars shared. 


He must have fallen asleep somewhere in the middle 
doldrums of his mystery novel 


because he startled awake at the touch of a cold hand on 
his thigh. 


He jerked into consciousness. 


“Shh, sorry, baby,” Lars whispered. His lips pressed a small 
kiss against Seth’s ear. 


“Why are your hands so cold?” Seth complained. 


“They aren’t. You’re just broiling underneath this comforter. 
How can you sleep under so 


much weight?” 
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“I’m used to you passing out on top of me.” 


Lars chuckled. He climbed on top of Seth’s body, illustrating 
Seth’s point. He was colder 


than Seth, but the weight felt good, especially as he settled 
between Seth’s legs. Lars kissed him, 


and he tasted like red wine and pepper. Seth curled his hand 
in Lars’s hair and held him in place, 


enjoying a long, lazy kiss. 


“Doesn't it freak you out to screw in the room next to your 
parents?” Seth asked, voice 


barely a whisper. 


“No, it feels like I’m back in high school. Just keep it quiet.” 
Lars pulled Seth’s boxers off. 


Seth lifted his hips to accommodate and pulled off his old T- 
Shirt. AS soon as he was naked, Lars 


slid his hands up the insides of Seth’s thighs, bringing them 
together to grasp his hardening cock 


and palm his balls. 


“Nice balls today,” Lars whispered. “Low and droopy, just 
how | like ’em.” 


Seth laughed quietly. Lars dipped down and sucked Seth’s 
balls into his mouth, and Seth 


arched his back, throwing his arm over his mouth to stifle 
any noise. Lars gave him a sloppy, wet 


blowjob that was so slowly paced Seth thought he’d go mad. 
He pumped his hips to speed the 


rhythm, but Lars maintained his idle approach, nuzzling 
Seth’s balls and licking the skin of his 


perineum as if he had all the time in the world. 


Seth reached down to stroke his own cock, but Lars gently 
pushed his hands away. He slid 


back up Seth’s body to whisper against Seth’s mouth. 
“Don’t. | want you to fuck me with that.” 


“You want to fuck? Really?” Seth wasn’t opposed by any 
stretch of the imagination, but he 


himself couldn’t picture enjoying intercourse with his 
parents a wall away. 


“Yeah.” Lars had a weird look. “When I’m taking my parents 
around the city tomorrow, | 


want to feel where you penetrated me.” 


Seth ran his fingers over Lars’s sharp cheekbone. “Anything 
you wish.” 


Lars reached over to the bedside table and pulled the lube 
from the drawer. As he did, Seth 


had a glimpse of his sculpted, muscular ass, and the 
pendulous hang of his testicles between his 


legs. He couldn’t help but reach out and caress the soft, hot 
Skin of them in the palm of his hand. 


Lars froze. Seth’s hand crept forward, navigating the length 
of Lars’s long, thick cock by feel. 


Lars turned around and smiled so sweetly Seth felt his heart 
clench tight, a spasm of love. 
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But then Lars shoved the tube of lubricant into Seth’s hands 
and that pretty much changed 


the tone of the moment. 


Seth squirted some onto his fingers and worked it over his 
cock. They’d gotten tested years 


ago, and no longer needed condoms, and Seth reveled in 
the freedom every time he did this, 


stroking his sensitive skin, just the smell of the lube creating 
Pavlovian anticipation for what 


came next. 


Lars leaned back against the sheets and used a pillow to 
prop up his hips. He shamelessly 


spread his long legs, all white expanses of skin and blond 
hair and hard need. Seth knelt between 


his legs, pushing them up so Lars’s knees framed his face. 
He spread open Lars’s ass and paused, 


admiring the view. “I want a picture of this.” 


“I'll frame one and give it to you for Christmas,” Lars 
whispered. “lIl wrap it and you can 


open it in front of my mother.” 


Seth snorted. He ran his finger over the sensitive puckered 
Skin of Lars’s anus, then pushed 


his finger inside. He loved the way Lars’s body opened for 
him, effortlessly accommodating. 


Even after all these years, it still took coaxing to get Seth’s 
body to relax, but for Lars, it was as 


easy as a touch against his skin. 


Lars’s cock leaked a line of precum onto his belly, and Seth 
smeared this against his 


fingers, giving Lars’s hard, full cock a few strokes as he 
Smeared more lube in and around Lars’s 


hole. Lars’s legs were too long to comfortably rest on Seth’s 
shoulders, so he bent them and held 


them out of the way as Seth lined up his cock and pushed 
inside. 


The feeling was blinding, stunning, overwhelming. How 
could something they’d done so 


often over the past three years still feel novel? With each 
push into Lars, Seth felt more than just 


pleasure; he felt a giddy happiness, a transcendence, as if 
he were no longer as small as just 


himself, as if he were enjoined with the world entire. A rush 
of pleasure flooded his senses and 


extinguished all anxieties, frustrations, and fears of the day. 


He fucked Lars slowly at first but could tell by Lars’s urgent 
movements that he wanted 


more, and Seth gave it to him. The bed began to squeak, 
and Seth froze, staring at Lars, both of 


them trying not to laugh. Seth bit his arm to keep from 
making any noise. They shifted on the 


bed to a less squeaky location. 
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Seth glanced down at the sight of his cock, squeezed tight 
by Lars’s muscles, disappearing 


inside Lars’s body, the sight of Lars’s balls jiggling with each 
thrust, and it was impossible to 


stop the cresting flood. His body surged, and he came 
silently, clenching his jaw as he forced 


himself deep into Lars. 


His hands were sticky where they gripped Lars’s hips. Lars 
stared up at him, eyes glazed 


and desperate. He was close. 


Seth carefully pulled out, the swollen head of his cock 
catching on Lars’s muscle as it 


pulsed to release him. Seth lowered himself between Lars’s 
legs. He pushed three fingers inside 


Lars as he sucked Lars’s cock. His fingers forced his own 
cum out of Lars’s ass, and the sight 


was so erotic his cock twitched again. He pressed deep and 
swallowed Lars to the base of his 


throat. 


Seth felt Lars’s muscles clench around his fingers. His 
mouth filled with salty cum as Lars 


climaxed. The only sound Lars made was a gaspy sigh. Seth 
swallowed. 


He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 


“Christ, that was good,” Lars whispered, skin flushed, legs 
splayed open, ass still 


deliciously swollen. He held up his left arm, and Seth moved 
into place, resting his head in the 


crook of Lars’s neck. Lars pulled him close. 


Seth closed his eyes. “My mom’s invited your parents over 
for dinner tomorrow,” he 


mumbled. 


Lars sighed. “I can’t imagine anything more horrible in all 
my life.” 


Seth laughed. “I know.” 
Lars sighed again. “They'll warm up.” 
“Yeah?” 


“Maybe.” Lars clenched his jaw. Seth rolled, draping himself 
over Lars’s body, as if he 


could shield him from the pain of his own family. 


They lay together in a silence suffused with unspoken 
affection. Until Seth slapped Lars’s 


thigh. “We're all sticky. We should shower.” 
“Mruffle,” Lars mumbled into Seth’s neck. 
“I love you too.” 
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“Rflmmp.” 
“Sure | will.” 


Lars laughed quietly. Seth lifted his head and looked in 
Lars’s eyes. 


Lars smiled sweetly. “We’ll make it through. It’s only a week. 
How hard can it be?” 


Seth winced. Because that’s exactly the kind of statement 
that summoned inevitable, ironic 


disaster. 
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Chapter Three 
Wednesday, December 21 


For breakfast, Lars prepared French toast, fresh coffee, and 
scrambled eggs before work 


but got little credit for his efforts. Mrs. Varga simultaneously 
praised Lars’s cooking and derided 


him for performing women’s work in the same sentence. Mr. 
Varga mumbled passive- 


aggressively about the discomfort of the futon in 
comparison to the beds at the Marriott. Lars 


repeatedly steered the conversation toward neutral topics: 
the day’s plans, television shows, the 


weather. He arranged to meet them after working a few 
hours at his office; his father asked after 


Lars’s clients. Then he turned to Seth. 
“You have any clients?” Mr. Varga asked. 


“Of course,” Seth said defensively. “I got a new one just 
yesterday.” He didn’t mention 


Lola was his first client. 
“What is the case about?” Mr. Varga asked. 


“I’m not going to talk about my client,” Seth said. Lars 
looked to the heavens, as if praying 


to be struck dead by a lightning bolt. 
Mr. Varga frowned. “Why not?” 


“| don’t want to discuss it in front of Lars. Your son has 
helped me on every case I’ve 


worked on. It’s about time | do one alone.” 
“| could leave the room if you want,” Lars offered. 
“Don’t you dare,” Seth muttered. 


Mr. Varga stared at Seth like he was an idiot. Then he shook 
his head. “lIl never 


understand you people.” 


Seth’s back tensed. “My people? What people are you 
talking about?” 
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Lars stood quickly. “Hey, Dad, whatever happened to your 
business partner? Henry 


what’s-his-name?” 
“Williams,” his father barked. 
“Right.” 

“Pulmonary edema. Dead.” 


Seth grabbed his plate and dropped it into the sink. He 
made his way to the bathroom, 


showered quickly, and changed for work. He managed to 
gather his wallet and cell phone, kiss 


Lars, and depart without seeing Mr. or Mrs. Varga again, 
which in an eight-hundred-square-foot 


apartment was quite an accomplishment. 


* OK OOK OX 


Seth spent his morning at the office helping Violet sort 
through boxes of paperwork related 


to one of her cases. 


Mornings like this made Seth love his job. There was no 
stress and no hurry—just 


easygoing research, sifting through files of therapist notes 
on a client’s deceased husband, 


looking for pertinent information to be used to bolster the 
case of their client. The task itself was 


dull—they scanned for any mention of the client’s name— 
but working with Violet made it easy. 


They sprawled on the carpet in Violet’s office, both in jeans 
and stripped down to T-shirts thanks 


to the unforgiving heating system. They drank coffees and 
discussed personal matters—which 


this morning mostly revolved around Mr. and Mrs. Varga. 


“Į already hate them,” Seth confessed, reaching for another 
file. 


“No, you don’t,” Violet said. “You’re only afraid. You want 
them to like you.” 


“| don’t care if they like me. I just don’t want to see Lars 
hurt, and when they give him the 


cold treatment, it bothers him.” 
“Give them time. It’s a lot for a family to get used to.” 
“They’ve had three years, Violet.” 


“But they’ve also had his entire life to develop expectations 
and hopes on his behalf. For 


one thing, unless you plan on finding yourself a surrogate 
mother, Lars’s parents have to give up 


the dream of grandchildren.” 
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“We could adopt,” Seth countered. 

Violet raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to?” 
“Fuck no.” 


Violet laughed. “See? That’s often what the resistance is 
about—a frustration that their 


dreams for their children won’t come to be. But once they 
realize their children are happier 


living their own dreams, they'll come around.” 


“You haven’t met Mr. Varga,” Seth said. He stopped and 
reread a paragraph on Violet’s 


client and put it in the save file. 


“What information do you have on Lola?” Violet asked, 
switching topics. 


Seth shrugged. “Not much. Her husband wants to divorce 
her after twenty-four years of 


marriage and has been rushing the paperwork through. She 
doesn’t want a divorce but doesn’t 


really see a choice. There’s something else there, but she 
isn’t telling me much.” 


“What relief is she seeking?” 


“| don’t know.” 
“You don’t know?” 


“Her previous attorney, Tony somebody, filed all the 
documents, but | don’t get to see 


them until tomorrow.” 

Violet pursed her lips. “Seth.” 
“What?” 

“That was dumb.” 

Seth felt embarrassed. “Was it?” 


Violet nodded. “It’s okay, a rookie move. But seriously? You 
are going to meet a judge 


representing someone you know nothing about?” 


“PIL review the paperwork before | go in,” Seth countered, 
although he knew it was a weak 


excuse. If he’d asked Lars for help, this wouldn’t have 
happened. “l'Il read up beforehand, | 


promise.” Seth felt like an idiot. “Sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize. | just think you always want to minimize 
surprises, even on the simplest 


case.” 
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The sound of something being knocked over could be heard 
in the office’s small reception 


area, and Violet and Seth stared at each other. 
“My kids are at home,” she said. “Which means...” 


“Oh no...” Seth clenched shut his eyes just as his niece and 
nephew barged through the 


door. Four-year-old Allison was already shrieking in that 
high-pitched, little-girl voice that was 


attuned to the auditory range of dolphins, while six-year-old 
Caleb sounded more like a 


chimpanzee being set afire as he rushed forth, babbling and 
knocking things over. 


“Hey, guys,” Seth said, standing to shield their nicely 
organized piles of paperwork from 


the unruly invaders. 


Seth’s older sister, Rachel, entered a moment later, arms 
already full of random office 


objects. 


“Hi, sorry. Where does this go?” She held up the front desk 
phone receiver. 


Violet took it from her, and the paperweight, and the stapler 
the kids had also fetched from 


the office like manic, nonsensical monkey retrievers. 


“What are you guys doing here?” Seth asked, guarding his 
paperwork like a goalie as 


Caleb charged at his knees. 


“I had to do some shopping, and | thought I’d stop by and 
let you know Mom’s furious.” 


She suddenly swiveled. “Allison, put that down!” 
Allison dropped Seth’s radio. It crashed to the ground. 
“Sorry,” Rachel said. 


“Don’t worry. It’s only an antique.” Seth sighed as he picked 
it up. 


“Mom said—” 


“Don’t you start in now,” Seth complained, examining the 
radio for damage. “I’m doing all 


| can to make everyone but myself happy, okay? Lars’s 
parents are here and are miserable. Mom 


and Dad are at home being miserable. | don’t need you to 
come over and tell me how miserable 


you are as well.” 


“Well | am miserable. Thanks to you. Do you have any idea 
what it’s like spending an 


entire night with them alone?” 
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“Alone? You had Aaron there.” 


His sister dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “He 
doesn’t count. He isn’t family.” 


Seth scoffed. “He’s your husband.” 


“Doesn't matter. They don’t badger him, only you and me. | 
need you around to take half 


of it.” 


“Don’t pin this on me. You’re the one with the brilliant idea 
to move out here.” Allison 


was giving Seth’s left knee a hug, which he thought was 
cute until he realized she was really just 


rubbing her snotty nose on his jeans. 

Rachel shook her head. “You’d better show up tonight.” 
“Or what?” 

“Or...or l'Il make you babysit again!” 


Seth shuddered. “God no. l'Il be there. Now take these two 
down to the meth clinic on the 


first floor where they belong.” 
“Uncle Seth, what’s meth?” Caleb asked. 
“Thank you for that,” Rachel mumbled. 


Seth knelt down to face his nephew. He looked a lot like 
Seth had at his age, actually, all 


spiky brown hair and big eyes. “Remember how Uncle Lars 
has said you should ignore half of 


what | say? Well, ignore that comment too.” 


Caleb stared back, considering, then seemed to find the 
logic acceptable. “Okay. Can we 


go play monster trucks?” 


“You two, back outside!” Rachel ordered, herding her 
children back out the door. “If you 


don’t show up tonight I’m going to make you regret it, Seth. 
| swear!” 


“We'll be there. We’ll be there!” he promised. 


* OK OOK OX 


It got dark early at that time of year, especially on overcast, 
gloomy days. He was grateful 


his parents weren’t forcing them to show up for the candle 
lighting, which would happen before 


four thirty. Instead they were supposed to arrive at seven, a 
much more practical hour for 


Hanukkah dinner. 
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Lars and the Vargas had already spent the afternoon touring 
Seattle Center and the Space 


Needle by the time Seth met up with them at Pike Place 
Market. 


Seth found the Vargas near the bronze pig at the market’s 
entrance; the covered alleys 


were packed with people shopping for fresh ingredients and 
last-minute holiday gifts. 


Seth could instantly tell what kind of afternoon it had been 
for Lars just by observing his 


pinched expression. 


“Hi, Seth,” Lars said. He didn’t call him baby, which was 
unusual for him, but he still 


offered a relieved smile and grabbed Seth’s arm. “Glad we 
found you.” 


Seth turned to Lars’s parents. “How was your afternoon? Did 
you enjoy the Space 


Needle?” 

“Tourist trap,” Mr. Varga stated. 

“It wasn’t very nice,” Mrs. Varga added. 

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Seth said. “Why didn’t you like it?” 


“It’s cold today, isn’t it?” Mrs. Varga said. “And we were 
outside.” 


“Did you go to the top? Eat at the rotating restaurant?” 


“I wanted to, but they refused,” Lars said. “Dad said it was 
overpriced, even though | 


offered to pay.” 


His father made a face. “I don’t want you wasting your 
money, especially now that you’ve 


given up your career.” 


“| haven’t—” Lars pinched the bridge of his nose and shut 
his eyes. “Never mind.” 


Every busker fiddled or strummed Christmas carols, and the 
air was pungent with the 


odors of ground spices, fresh fish, and baked pastries. Mrs. 
Varga gave cursory glances at the 


wares offered on the tables along the covered aisle, but Mr. 
Varga didn’t seem to notice or care. 


One vendor was selling hand-sewn wine bags. Seth bought 
two, one for his parents and 


one for his sister, to wrap their Hanukkah gifts in. Meanwhile 
he scoured the tables for 


inspiration as to what to purchase Mr. and Mrs. Varga for 
Christmas. So far he had nothing. He 


kept hoping Mrs. Varga would show an interest in something 
that he could return and buy in 


secret, but the only thing she seemed enamored with was a 
hand-carved wooden picture frame 


that she then proceeded to purchase herself. 
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“How was this afternoon, really?” Seth asked Lars as they 
stood at a distance, watching 


Mr. and Mrs. Varga purchase the picture frame. 


“Mom’s quiet. Dad’s being a prick. Like every single family 
gathering since | came out, 


really.” Lars couldn’t hide the frustration in his voice, and 
Seth felt a sympathetic pang. He 


rubbed Lars’s back. 
“Sorry. | hope it gets better.” 


“It can’t get much worse,” Lars said. His parents returned, 
and they continued through the 


market. 


“How was work?” Seth asked Lars. If their guests weren’t 
going to talk, it didn’t mean he 


couldn’t talk to Lars like normal. 


“| met Eric’s client,” Lars said. “He’s weird. Hard to read and 
probably a bit of a bastard.” 


Seth snorted. “Can’t be worse than that guy you almost 
represented a few years ago, 


remember? The one who was basically a child molester?” 


“Yeah, this guy isn’t that bad. But he’s shifty and up to 
something. l'Il represent him for 


Eric’s sake, but I’m not that happy about it. | don’t like the 
guy.” 


“What does that matter?” Mr. Varga snapped. 


“One of the benefits of going into business for myself has 
been that | don’t have to 


represent clients | don’t respect,” Lars replied. “It’s a perk.” 


“For chrissakes, law isn’t a popularity contest,” Mr. Varga 
grumbled. “Don’t be such a 


pussy. Take the job. If he’s paying, it doesn’t matter if you 
like him.” 


“I’m sorry, did you just call your son a pussy?” Seth growled. 


“He’s my son,” Mr. Varga growled back. “I can call him 
whatever | want to call him. 


Especially if he’s decided to turn into a whining fag.” 


“That’s enough, Dad,” Lars said. He’d gone rigid with 
tension, his voice cold, 


professional. 
“Don’t you talk to me like that,” Mr. Varga snapped. 


Seth rarely wanted to punch anyone, but this was one of 
those moments. He clenched his 


fist at his side. He spoke through clenched teeth. “Your son 
is one of the few attorneys out there 
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willing to stick to his ethics, regardless of money. He 
believes in what he does, and that isn’t the 


sign of someone being a pussy; that’s the sign of someone 
being a man. Your son is the best 


person | know, and I’m not going to listen to you berate him. 
| don’t care if you’re his father. 


That’s the last time you insult him in front of me.” 


Seth shook with adrenaline, fear, and rage. Despite the 
cheery overtures of “Jingle Bells” 


being banged out on a nearby player piano and the chatty 
throngs of tourists and shoppers, the 


Vargas and Seth stood in a bubble of shocked silence. Mr. 
and Mrs. Varga stared at Seth in 


Surprise. Even Lars looked astonished. 


Dread sank through the anger. Oh great. This will make the 
rest of their stay so very 


pleasant. Nothing like threatening your prospective in-laws 
on the second day of knowing them. 


Mr. Varga smirked, looking a lot like Lars for the moment, 
then turned and walked away. 


He didn’t storm off; he was too dignified for that, apparently. 
He sauntered off, like he didn’t 


have time for Seth. Mrs. Varga shot Lars a look of 
momentary panic, then followed her husband. 


Lars still stared at Seth with wide eyes. 


The adrenaline had run out. Now Seth was just sick to his 
stomach. “Sorry.” 


“Sorry?” Lars stuttered. “Why?” He gripped Seth to him and 
hugged him hard, regardless 


of the fact that they stood in the center of a current of 
shoppers. The old Lars, the one Seth had 


first met, would never have hugged another man in public. 
It showed how far Lars had come. 


“Don’t apologize,” Lars whispered in Seth’s ear. “/’m sorry 
for my parents. I’m sorry to 


make you go through this.” 


Seth pulled back. Lars’s cheeks were red from the wind, and 
his blond hair was blown 


back, slightly wild. His long wool coat flapped open, 
revealing his white button-down shirt and 


charcoal trousers. He looked ready for a photo shoot, 
although the background was somewhat 


inappropriate, given the jolly Santa sombreros being sold 
right behind him. 


Lars leaned down and kissed Seth. His lips were cold but 
soft and inviting, so Seth didn’t 


mind. “Thank you for standing up for me,” Lars said quietly. 


“You deserve it.” 


Lars looked away. 
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“Your parents...” Seth fought back the desire to say suck like 
vampires because he realized 


Lars needed comforting, not more insults. He quoted Violet 
instead. “Once they realize you’re 


happier living your own dreams, they'll come around.” 
Lars scoffed. “Right.” 


“And if they don’t, you know my folks will adopt you ina 
heartbeat.” 


Lars laughed at that. He threw his arm around Seth, and the 
two started toward the Vargas. 


“I love your folks, Seth, but | refuse to join your family. They 
scare me.” 


“Is it the yelling? The throwing of objects?” 


“Among other things.” Lars stopped and leaned close to 
Seth’s ear. “I don’t need any 


family other than you, baby.” 


Seth felt his heart tremble a little at that. And he wanted it 
to be true but knew that it 


wasn’t. Everyone needed family, even Lars. Even Lars’s 
parents. The thought stopped him. He 


wondered if maybe Lars’s father’s prick moves were actually 
the way that he expressed his pain 


over losing his son to homosexuality. Maybe it was how he 
expressed his fear over his wife’s 


recent cancer scare. 


Or maybe he was just a prick. Either way, Seth knew he 
needed to find them and somehow 


get through Christmas without bloodshed. 


“Where do you think your parents stormed off to?” Seth 
asked. 


Lars nodded to the staircase. “I’d bet my coat that my dad 
has found the antique store 


downstairs that sells old swords.” 


“Oh, your dad collects weapons? What a surprise.” Seth’s 
phone rumbled in his coat. He 


pulled it out but didn’t recognize the number. 
“Hello?” 


“Seth? It’s Lola Stritzke. Your client.” It sounded like she was 
crying. “I need help, and | 


don’t know who else to call.” 


Seth turned away from the crowded market thoroughfare 
and huddled near the wall, 


blocking his other ear to better hear. 


“It’s okay, Lola. Tell me what’s happened.” 
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Something about his face must have told Lars more than he 
thought, because he huddled 


close, expression somber. “What’s wrong?” Lars whispered. 


“Lola?” Seth repeated. She was definitely crying on the 
other end of the line. “Where are 


you? What’s happened?” 


“A man held a gun to my head,” she choked out. “I’ve just 
been carjacked.” 
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Hands trembling, cheeks bulging with gum, Lola looked 
scared and anxious as she waited 


on the side of the road near Denny Way. 


Seth had borrowed Lars’s car. It took him a while to locate 
her in the dark, and would have 


taken even longer to find a parking spot, so he just parked 
illegally and joined her on the cold 


curb, sitting beside her. 


It was black and windy, the roof of the world hovering 
almost close enough to touch, and 


the pavement was damp from the previous night’s rain. Lola 
didn’t seem to care she was ruining 


an expensive-looking wool skirt by sitting on the cement. 
Seth touched her shoulder. “Hey.” 


Lola stared straight ahead, chewing her giant wad of gum. 
“I’m sorry. | didn’t know who 


else to call.” 
“It’s fine,” Seth said. 


“All my friends are out of town or they’re friends of George’s 
as well and...and | can’t call 


them about this. Sorry.” 
“It’s not a problem.” 


“Sorry,” she said again. She sniffed, and her throat vibrated 
in that way that suggested she 


was holding back a torrent of tears. 


“Stop saying sorry. It’s fine.” He put his arm around her, and 
the dam broke. She turned 


and sobbed against his Windbreaker, small body shaking in 
his arms. 


“When did you call the police?” Seth asked when she’d 
stopped crying. 


Lola went pale. “I didn’t call.” 


Seth pulled out his phone. “Let’s do that, all right?” 
“No!” She reached out and grabbed Seth’s phone. 
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Seth stared at her. She looked like she was going to be sick. 
“Lola. Tell me what’s wrong.” 


She clasped his phone between her hands, holding it 
Captive. 


Seth frowned. “You’ve just had your car stolen at gunpoint. 
You need to call the police.” 


“I know,” she said. Her eyeliner ran, adding to her miserable 
appearance. “I know that.” 


“So why don’t you want to?” Seth asked. 
Lola said nothing. 
“Lola. Talk to me. I’m on your side.” 


She sniffed. “I know. | just don’t want to hurt my husband, 
even after everything.” 


Seth’s blood went cold. “You think your husband has 
something to do with this 


Carjacking?” he asked carefully. 


“Maybe...no...1 don’t know!” She clutched his phone like a 
rag doll. 


“You think he may harm you?” Seth asked. 


“George? Never.” 
“Who then?” 
Lola clenched shut her mouth. 


Seth sighed. “Okay. We can talk about it later. For now let’s 
give the police a call and let 


them know what happened.” 
She looked at him, scared. “I don’t want to hurt George.” 


“I know,” Seth said, even though he had no idea what the 
fuck she was talking about. 


“Let’s call the police, file the report. Then I’m going to take 
you home.” 


* OK OK OX 


By the time the police arrived, Lola gave her account, and 
he drove her to her sister’s 


house in Redmond, way out on the east side, it was already 
a quarter to seven, which meant he 


was going to be late to his parents’ for dinner. Traffic was 
terrible between the east side and 


Seattle, and Seth had to fill the car with gas because Lars 
needed it the following day. 


On his way up the elevator, utter weariness clogged his 
mind and weighed down his steps; 


the last thing he wanted to do was make merry with his 
parents and eat a huge dinner. 
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But that was what holidays were about, wasn’t it? Doing 
things you hated to make other 


people happy. 
The moment he walked in, Lars rushed him. 
“They want to go to The Nutcracker.” 


Seth wearily sighed. He hadn’t even made it through the 
front door. “What?” 


“My parents.” Lars spoke softly, glancing over his shoulder 
to the guest room. “They want 


me to take them to The Nutcracker tonight. And we have to 
get a Christmas tree.” 


Seth yanked off his scarf. “Can | come in at least?” 
“Yeah, sorry.” Lars stepped out of the way. 


Seth took off his coat and made his way to their bedroom. 
“Look, we’re late as it is. Can 


we just give them cab fare? | don’t think we have time to 
drop them off—” 


“No, | have to go too,” Lars clarified. He shut their bedroom 
door. “You can come as well, 


obviously.” 


Seth stared blankly at Lars. 


“Don’t worry about the earlier argument,” Lars said. “My 
dad doesn’t hold grudges over 


words.” 
“Yeah, well | do,” Seth muttered. 


“You'll learn to get over that after you’ve been a lawyer for a 
while.” Lars rubbed his 


shoulder. 
The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. 


“We can’t go to The Nutcracker,” Seth told him. “My mom is 
already expecting us. We 


were supposed to be there at seven.” 


Lars leaned against the bedroom door. “Too bad, baby. We 
can’t go tonight.” 


“Go to The Nutcracker tomorrow,” Seth suggested. 


“It’s sold out tomorrow. Tonight was the only show with 
available tickets.” 


“No.” Seth threw his backpack on their bed and quickly 
rustled through his closet for a 


dress shirt for dinner. “I promised my mother we'd be there. 
Tell your folks we already have 


plans.” 
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Lars rolled his eyes. “We can see your parents anytime. 
They live here. My folks are only 


in town for three more days.” 


“And we spent last night with them. Let’s spend one night 
with my parents.” 


“Out of the question.” 


Seth hated it when Lars decided to be so decisive between 
them. It had caused plenty of 


tension in the past and wasn’t helping now. 


“This is ridiculous, Lars!” Seth ripped off his T-shirt and put 
on his dark dress shirt. “This 


isn’t news to you! We were supposed to have Hanukkah 
dinner with my folks last night, and we 


cancelled. | promised them we’d be there tonight. We can’t 
cancel that too!” 


Lars shrugged. “You could go.” 
“What, alone?” 


“Yeah. l'Il go to The Nutcracker with my parents. You’d 
probably prefer not to go 


anyway. | know how you hate ballet.” 


“That isn’t the point!” Seth, in his anger, missed a middle 
button and had to start over. “It 


isn’t fair to miss out two nights on my family for yours!” 


“Not fair?” Lars’s voice rose. “My parents are never here. 
They’ve never met you. We go 


to your parents’ house every two weeks!” 


“But it’s Hanukkah!” Seth was getting pissed too. “It’s a 
fucking holiday for my family.” 


“It’s also Christmas.” 
“Not until Sunday!” 


“So until Sunday we have to pretend to be Jewish?” Lars 
sneered. 


This argument was Spiraling out of control. Seth took a deep 
breath, holding his hands out 


in front of him as if to physically stop his temper. 


“Look,” he said when he felt less furious, “it’s easier for us 
to be with my parents. We 


don’t have to pretend to be any different than we are. They 
don’t care that we’re gay. They love 


you. So for one night, let’s take a break from your parents’ 
obvious homophobia and let them 


enjoy themselves at The Nutcracker alone.” 
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Lars yanked one of his drawers open, pulling out a sweater. 
“It’s easier for you. They’re 


your parents. | happen to get along with my mom and dad 
in normal circumstances.” 


“Oh yeah? What about your brother’s birthday this 
summer?” Seth realized it was a low 


blow, reminding Lars of his brother’s icy reception at his 
appearance, how his parents had told 


all those at the party that Lars was “between girlfriends.” 


“Don’t be an idiot, Seth. I’m not talking about that. I’m 
saying I’d rather hang out with my 


folks tonight, okay? You go over to your parents if you have 
to.” 


“No! | told my mom you'd be with me. | said you’d make 
latkes.” 


Lars slammed his drawer shut. “Oh, thanks! I’m just your 
fucking cook now? Perform on 


demand?” 


“You know that’s not what | mean,” Seth growled. “My 
parents want you there. If we had 


to, you could bring your folks—” 


Lars scoffed. “Hell no. | am not having my parents sit 
through one of your dad’s lectures.” 


Seth straightened. “What’s wrong with my dad?” 


“He’s a fucking bore, Seth. He talks incessantly about model 
trains. No one gives a shit 


about model trains.” 


Seth almost shouted / do! but then he realized that was a 
complete and utter lie, and Lars 


knew it. 


Lars ran his hand through his hair. “Go to your parents’ 
house if you must. But I’m going 


out with my mom and dad. You can join us or leave us. | 
don’t care.” 


“You don’t care.” Seth grabbed his coat. 
“That’s not what | meant—” 


“You said it, babe. Fine. Have fun at the fucking Nutcracker. 
Tell your dad my people have 


other things to do tonight.” He barreled out of the bedroom 
and nearly ran into Mrs. Varga, 


looking startled in the hallway. 


“Have fun at the ballet!” Seth offered in obviously false 
enthusiasm, before slamming the 


front door behind him. 


He was so angry he didn’t get to use even one of his 
Nutcracker jokes. 
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* OK OK OX 


Since Seth had sold his car the previous year, he had to take 
the bus to the Ballard 


neighborhood and his parents’ condo. He cursed Lars the 
entire bus ride. It had been Lars’s idea 


that they didn’t need two cars if they lived downtown (true, 
but annoying); and it was Lars’s 


fault that Seth now sat next to a man who smelled like 
greasy chicken and dog shit and kept 


telling Seth that “the Santa conspiracy is overn!” 


By the time Seth made it to his parents’ condo, it was 
almost eight. He was so flustered he 


forgot the entry code to their building and had to ring the 
bell to be admitted. 


“Who is it?” He heard his sister’s voice. 
“Who do you think, dumb-ass? Let me in!” 
“| don’t think so. It’s too late.” 


“Rachel.” The door buzzed, and Seth stormed inside. He 
dashed up the two flights of 


Stairs. His parents’ door opened before he started down the 
hall. 


“There you are, honey!” his mother cried, throwing her 
hands in the air. “I thought 


something had happened to you.” She frowned. “Where’s 
Lars?” 


“He’s not coming.” Seth kissed his mother’s cheek and 
stepped inside her house. The 


condo was a sprawling '70s-style monstrosity with a giant 
brick fireplace defining the entire 


room, but it was cozy, with warm colors and the furniture of 
Seth’s childhood. The windows 


were steamed, the smell of grilled salmon filled the air, and 
there was already a bottle of wine 


open. Thank God. Seth shrugged off his coat and headed for 
a wineglass. 


“So no latkes, then?” his mother sounded crestfallen. 


“Sorry.” Seth poured himself a glass. “I could try and make 
them.” 


His mother winced. “Ah no. No thank you. Come on, sit 
down. We started without you, 


honey. I’m sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize.” Seth huffed. “Everyone’s apologizing to 
me today for things that aren’t 


their fault. | wish | wasn’t late. It couldn’t be helped. Let’s 
just eat.” 


Seth’s mother served Seth a plate without an additional 
comment. 
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Seth’s father, Herman, sat at the head of the table, with 
Rachel next to him. Next to Rachel 


was her husband, Aaron, an affable man with a video game 
affliction and a quiet demeanor not at 


all suited for the Bellski clan. 


Seth’s niece and nephew, Allison and Caleb, sat at the end 
of the table together, and were 


both wearily drawing shapes in their mashed potatoes with 
forks. 


“So where's Lars, then?” Seth’s father asked between bites. 


“He couldn’t make it. He has to entertain his parents.” Seth 
dug into his own plate 


ravenously. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until just 
then. 


“Well, why didn’t they come over?” Seth’s father asked. 
“What, are we not good enough 


for them?” 
“They don’t like us?” his mother cried. 


“Mom, they don’t know you,” Seth said wearily. “They went 
to The Nutcracker.” 


His mother scowled. “Oh, and you weren’t invited? Why not? 
What’s wrong with you?” 


“There’s nothing wrong with you, nothing!” Seth’s father 
bellowed. “I Jove my son!” 


Seth winced. “I know, Dad. I—” 


“All | wanted to do was meet them,” his mom said. “Is that 
too much to ask?” 


“Your mother made a nice dinner,” his father added. 
“Delicious! She baked this salmon 


and she grilled it! She broiled it and she... What else did you 
do to it, Ruthie?” 


“I blackened it,” his mother said. “But of course | didn’t 
make any latkes. | thought Lars 


was bringing latkes. Now we're going to suffer without, | 
suppose.” She sighed. “Good thing | 


made mashed potatoes.” 


“Can we stop yelling and let Seth eat?” His sister came to 
his rescue. 


Seth nodded. “Thank you. | would like a moment of calm 
serenity this evening, if at all 


possible.” He took a bite of the salmon. The smell was 
definitely the highlight. Salmon was a 


hard fish to cook right, and his mother had dried it out 
again. Seth took a moment to yearn for 


Lars’s buttery, panko-crusted salmon recipe, took another 
moment to curse his boyfriend, and ate 


the dry fish anyway. 
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For all her frustrating tendencies, Seth’s mother had a 
lifetime of experience reading Seth’s 


moods, and she instantly backed off, choosing to harangue 
Rachel for the rest of the meal 


instead. Seth was left to stew in his own frustrations. After 
dinner, they exchanged small 


presents. Seth also received a few for Lars, which he 
promised to take home and not destroy 


under the wheels of his bus. 


Taking pity on him, Aaron and Rachel offered Seth a ride 
home. As they got ready to 


leave, Seth’s mother bit her lip, obviously wanting to ask 
something but unwilling to upset Seth 


to do so. 
Seth sighed loudly. “Just ask it, Ma.” 


“Do you think you and Lars could come over tomorrow 
night, then?” 


She wasn’t asking to be annoying, he remembered. That’s 
the thing about holidays. No one 


meant them to be grueling. She genuinely wanted her 
children and loved ones around. 


He gave his mother a hug and kiss on the cheek. “We'll see. 
It’s up to Lars’s parents.” 


“Really do invite them over, Seth.” His mother caressed his 
cheek. “We'd enjoy meeting 


them. We love their son very much, so we want them to be 
part of our lives as well.” 


Seth felt a little choked up at that, so he kissed her once 
more and dashed from the condo 


on Aaron’s heels. 


The three adults managed to get the two children into their 
car seats without waking them, 


which was a miracle in itself. Seth sat between the kids, 
knees near his shoulders, thinking the 


bus and the chicken-smelling fellow maybe wasn’t so bad. 


Aaron drove. Rachel leaned back and whispered, “Thank you 
for coming,” Her tone was 


much nicer than it had been that morning. “It sounds like it 
was a Stressful day. Sorry if | added 


to that.” 
“You just can’t win with family, can you?” Seth replied. 


After a moment, Rachel nodded. “That may be true. But you 
know what else? You can’t 


really lose either.” 


You haven’t met Mr. Varga. He might have thought it, but he 
didn’t say it. 


The lights were off at home, so Seth tiptoed through the 
condo in fear of waking the 


houseguests. 
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In their bedroom, Lars was already sound asleep. He slept 
like the dead. Not only was he a 


sound sleeper, but he slept with his arms crossed over his 
chest as if preparing to turn into a bat. 


Without Seth to restrain him, Lars’s long legs had sprawled 
across the mattress to 


maximize his space. He looked comfortable like that, very 
Lars. 


Seth considered waking him. It wasn’t good to go to bed 
angry, and he was still hurt by 


Lars’s comments. But he knew the day had been a drain on 
Lars as well, and he needed to sleep, 


so instead Seth brushed his teeth, changed his clothes, and 
shoved back against Lars to force 


Space on the mattress. 


Often, Lars would curl toward him in his sleep, wrapping 
those long limbs around Seth 


like an amorous, unconscious octopus. But tonight, Lars just 
turned his back to Seth. 


Even if it was a subconscious decision, it still hurt. 


“Fine,” Seth whispered to the blond nest of hair on the 
pillow. He waited, but Lars didn’t 


answer. 
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Chapter Five 

Thursday, December 22 


Seth and Lars rarely fought anymore, and Seth hadn’t gone 
to bed angry with him since 


before they’d moved in together. He slept poorly and was 
groggy by the time he awoke, feeling 


sick to his stomach. 


He rolled over and saw Lars had already left for the day. 
Seth knew Lars had an early 


appointment to meet his new client, but he hated the idea 
of spending the whole day with Lars 


still angry at him. Their fight was stupid. Most were. And 
now he’d spend the rest of the day 


feeling the heavy, oily sensation of guilt sloshing around in 
his gut. 


Mr. and Mrs. Varga were home, however. They sat at the 
dining room table eating cereal 


and drinking coffee in silence. 


“Good morning,” Seth said. He wore an old T-shirt, loose 
flannel pajama bottoms. His hair 


stood straight up on his head, and his face was covered in 
stubble. 


Mr. Varga glared at him. “You get up late, don’t you?” 


Seth scratched his head and looked at the clock. It was 
seven a.m. 


“You have plans for the day?” Seth asked, refusing to 
engage. 


Mrs. Varga shook her head. Mr. Varga just ignored him. 
“Do you want a key?” Seth asked. “I’m leaving in an hour.” 
“Our son gave us a key,” Mrs. Varga said. 


For some reason, our son made Seth feel like some sort of 
invader in his own home. Or 


maybe he was just hypersensitive this morning? 


“Right.” He padded to the bathroom. He’d tried to make 
amends. Ball in their court. 
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Seth showered, shaved, and changed into his brown suit. It 
wasn’t the most attractive attire 


he owned, but it was comfortable, and that seemed 
paramount on his first day representing 


someone on his own. 


Since he planned to grab a bite to eat at the coffee shop in 
the courthouse, he hoped to slip 


out of the condo without seeing the Vargas. However Mrs. 
Varga surprised him by hovering in 


the hallway near the front door. 
“Have a good day,” she offered, looking at her feet. 
Seth eyed her suspiciously. “Thanks.” 


“We'll be staying indoors. It’s supposed to rain.” She 
nodded. “We'll see you tonight.” 


“Yes. Of course.” He found his manners, somewhere at the 
bottom of his shoe, and pulled 


a smile on. “Have a relaxing day. Make yourself at home.” 


* OK OOK OX 


Seth stopped in the newsstand across the street for coffee 
and missed his bus. He caught 


the next one to the King County Courthouse. The security 
line for entering the building was 


especially long that morning, and he was frazzled on so little 
Sleep. 


As soon as he made it through security, he saw someone in 
acid-washed jeans and pigtails 


standing by the elevators. Violet Partridge waited for him. 


“You look like crap,” she said, handing him a folder of paper. 
“This was faxed this 


morning from Lola Stritzke’s former attorney, who worried 
Lola might not have copies of these 


docs in her files.” 


“Thanks. You look like a million bucks.” He pointed at 
Violet’s light blue blouse. “You 


have baby vomit on your boob.” 


Violet glanced down. “That’s not baby vomit, Seth. That’s 
leaking breast milk.” 


Seth held out his hand to stop her. “Don’t. Go into any more 
details. Where’s Lola?” 


“In the bathroom putting on makeup or crying; | can’t keep 
up with her.” 


Seth checked the weekly schedule for their assigned room. 
Violet checked as well and 


winced. 

“Oh fuck. You have Judge Jaccard.” 
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“Who?” Seth fumbled through the new paperwork, trying to 
orient himself. 


“A miserable son of a bitch, that’s who. Be careful, he 
throws the term ‘in contempt of 


court’ around like verbal napalm.” 


“Great.” Seth dropped the folder and paper slid out all over 
the smooth marble flooring. He 


swore. 


Violet looked him over. “What’s wrong with you this 
morning?” 


“Nothing!” He gathered his dropped paperwork. “Lars and | 
had a fight last night. I’m a 


little ruffled, but lII survive.” 


Violet shook her head. “You should never go to bed angry 
with your partner.” 


“He was asleep when | got home. What was | going to do, 
wake him up?” 


“Yes, It’s better. Now you both have been soaking in 
frustration all night. Going to bed 


angry is almost as bad as keeping information from each 
other.” 


Seth didn’t tell her that he wasn’t talking to Lars about Lola. 
Seemed like an invitation for 


more life-skills lecturing. 


Luckily Lola emerged from the ladies room at that moment. 
He waved a hello. “You 


ready?” 
Lola nodded, pursing her lips. “I think so.” 


Violet squeezed both their arms. “lIl see you back at the 
office.” She winked at Seth. Seth 


realized she could have had one of the interns deliver the 
paperwork, but she’d come to offer her 


personal support. He loved her for that. It was the kind of 
gesture most of the attorneys at Seth’s 


old job would never have stooped to. Only Lars had been 
the kind of attorney to show kindness 


to lesser lawyers at the office, which was probably why Lars 
now worked for himself. 


“| need to read over this material and ask you some 
questions before we meet with the 


judge and your husband's attorney,” Seth said. He moved 
toward the elevator, but Lola stopped 


him, resting her hand on his arm. 

“Wait.” Lola looked like she was on the verge of vomiting. 
Great. 

“You okay?” 
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She took a shaky breath. “I don’t know. | don’t think | can go 
through with this.” 


Seth had a momentary urge to throttle something. “Come 
on. Let’s find a place we can 


both sit and discuss it, all right?” 


The courthouse was a big, showy building that had the look 
of a place that was once 


beautiful but had all the elegant fixtures systematically 
removed to make it appear utilitarian. 


Echoes of a past refinement could be seen in the art deco 
aspects and occasional ornate fitting, 


but the addition of institutionalized railings and fire-safety 
improvements ended up making the 


place resemble a fancy sort of prison. 


Seth steered Lola to the café on the first floor. He ordered 
two coffees and a muffin for 


himself, but she refused any food. 


The paperwork on the table called to him. He needed to 
read through it. But Lola needed 


him more at the moment. She stared as if waiting for 
permission to speak. 


“Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts,” Seth stated. 
Lola’s mouth quirked. “I’m having second thoughts.” 


“Have you been coerced in any way?” 


“No! Nothing like that. It’s just...” She glanced down at her 
wedding ring. Her eyes 


brimmed with tears. “I love George. Very much. We fell in 
love at first sight, as corny as that 


sounds. It’s true. He was a police officer at the time, just 
working traffic patrol then. He pulled 


me over for speeding.” She laughed, and Seth could see 
why George might fall in love with her. 


Her laugh was beautiful and it transformed her face, which 
until then had been lined with 


tension. 


“He was big, handsome, and really polite for a cop.” She 
smiled. “He gave me a ticket, and 


| asked him out.” 
“Brazen of you.” Seth laughed. 


“Yeah.” She shook her head. “We were married less than a 
year later. We’ve made it 


through a lot of hard times: his family troubles, the fact that 
| can’t have kids, even his injury at 


work, which forced him to take a different position, office 
stuff. He hated it, but he was still 


working for the good guys, you know?” She paused. Instead 
of continuing, her hand jerked 


toward her bag. 
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But Seth came prepared. He handed her the pack of Juicy 
Fruit he’d bought that morning at 


the newsstand. Lola’s face lit up like he’d given her the sun. 


“Thank you!” She stuffed a piece into her mouth. “It’s a 
disgusting habit, | know, but it’s 


better than smoking.” 


“Much better,” Seth agreed. “You said he was still working 
for the good guys back then. 


Do you think your husband may now be involved in criminal 
activity?” 


“| don’t know. | ask him, and he tells me nothing. He says | 
should mind my own 


business.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and the tears 
started flowing. “And then, out of the blue, 


he asks me for a divorce! Says I’m prying too much in his 
personal affairs. Tells me to get out 


and live with my sister. After twenty-four years of marriage, 
to be thrown on the street like some 


piece of garbage because I’m asking questions to my 
husband about where he’s getting his 


money...” She coughed, sobbed, and hiccupped at once, an 
amazing feat that looked painful and 


sounded horrible. 


Seth had come prepared with tissues this time as well. He 
handed those over. “It sounds 


like you have every right to get what you need from this 
relationship and get out, Lola.” 


“But | don’t want out!” she cried. “I love him!” 
Seth didn’t have an answer for that. 


“No one ever told me you could fall in love with someone 
who is wrong for you,” Lola 


said, wiping her eyes. “But knowing love isn’t enough is 
just...it really...” 


“Sucks?” he offered. 
She sniffled. “Yeah. It sucks.” 


Seth swallowed. Lars never shared personal stories with 
clients, but in this case he thought 


Violet’s method of commiserating with people was better. “| 
was with someone who was doing 


the wrong thing for our relationship,” Seth admitted after a 
moment. “Even though I him more 


than anything or anyone in the world, | realized | had to 
leave to maintain my own sense of 


dignity.” 


Lola eyed him intently. “What happened?” 


Seth smiled. “He changed, risking everything to be with me. 
Sometimes you have to give 


someone a second chance.” He felt guilty, thinking of all 
Lars had done in the last three years to 
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Support Seth. He shouldn’t have fought with him last night. 
Lars had been right. He never got to 


spend time with his family, and they spent time with Seth’s 
every other weekend. 


“George has used up his second, third, fourth chances,” Lola 
said. She shook her head. “He 


forced me out of my house and has told me and all our 
friends that we’re through. He’s rushing 


through it, like he can’t wait to be rid of me.” She looked 
ready to cry again. “Maybe it’s another 


woman. Maybe it’s something I’ve done. | just don’t know! 
Four days before Christmas and here 


I am, planning on spending the holiday and the rest of my 
life without the man | love.” 


Seth sighed. “You have to look after yourself, Lola. From now 
on, your needs are first. 


Understood?” 


Lola reached across the table to squeeze Seth’s hand. 
“Yeah.” 


“What he’s doing is terrible, and nothing you or | say can 
change that. But we can make 


sure that if you are forced out on your own, your needs are 
met.” 


“You're right. Thanks.” 


“Don’t thank me,” Seth said. “I haven’t done anything for 
you yet. But | will. How you 


and your husband feel about each other is one thing. We’re 
here to make sure you get what’s 


fairly yours, okay?” 
She nodded. 
“Good.” 


Lola shook her head. “I kept hoping he’d come to his senses 
before the paperwork is 


signed. | figured it was all some sort of midlife crisis. It’s 
why I’ve been dragging this whole 


thing out for so long. But you’re right. | have to look after 
myself. And if he’s involved in 


something scary, | don’t want any part of it.” 


Seth remembered the carjacking incident from the night 
before and wondered if the topics 


were related. He asked more questions about her suspicions 
of her husband's activities, but Lola 


shut down after her initial emotional outpouring, only telling 
Seth that her husband now worked 


as a bodyguard and was no longer on the force. 


By the time Lola had convinced herself back into divorcing 
her husband, they had less than 


a minute to get to the judge’s chambers, which meant he 
was completely unprepared. 
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“Shit! We gotta go!” he cried, grabbing his cup and tossing 
it in the trash on the way out 


the door. 


“You haven’t had time to read through anything,” Lola 
apologized. 


Seth smiled. “Don’t worry. l'Il wing it!” 
Lola laughed. 


“Besides, it’s just a meeting to schedule getting the order 
signed, right? l'Il have time to 


bone up on the material between now and then. No 
worries.” 


“No worries.” She smiled, and Seth felt proud. He’d given 
her confidence, even when he 


had hardly any himself. It’s what Lars did with his clients. He 
helped people feel righteous when 


they faced impossible odds. He gave them the confidence 
they needed to see justice done. 


And now he was going to see Lola through her dark period. 
They made their way to the 


eighth floor, navigated to the appropriate office, and Seth 
opened the door. He entered, ready to 


face the potentially criminal Mr. Stritzke and his no-doubt 
expensive, higher-trained attorney, 


puffed up with pride. 


Until he turned to face opposing council and saw none other 
than Lars Varga himself. 
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Chapter Six 

Seth and Lars stared at each other in horror. 


Lars wore a well-tailored, three-piece, dark suit and was 
clean shaven. But his eyes looked 


weary. He hadn’t slept well either. 


The judge’s chambers were small, the judge’s desk 
cluttered with paperwork and most of it 


taken up with an ancient, large monitor and a keyboard that 
looked dusty from lack of use. There 


was a long, cheap-looking conference table in the center of 
the room with enough chairs for six, 


but Lars had already sprawled his paperwork over half the 
surface, claiming one entire end as his 


space. 


Lola hovered next to Seth, clearly confused as to why he’d 
frozen solid in the doorway. 


“What’s wrong?” she whispered. 


Lars gaped at Seth. “This is your client?” he asked, 
incredulous, waving at Lola. He turned 


to George Stritzke. “You didn’t tell me your wife was being 
represented by Partridge & Craft!” 


“| didn’t know,” George Stritzke said, sounding genuinely 
confused. George didn’t appear 


as Seth had imagined. Something about Lola’s terror had 
translated his mental image into a thug 


of a man, with exaggerated features and a rough, primitive 
face. 


Instead he had almost pretty features, with long lashes that 
contrasted with his trim 


mustache. He was strong, arms the circumference of Seth’s 
head, but when he spoke his voice 


was quiet and undemanding. He sat crammed in one of the 
small desk chairs, his legs crossed. 


George smiled sadly at his wife. “Hi, Lola.” 


“George.” Her bottom lip trembled. 


“I thought Tony Colletti was your attorney,” George said. 


Lola shrugged. “He quit on me. | had to find a fill-in at the 
last minute.” 


Holidays with the Bellskis: Miracle of the Bellskis 
51 


Lars ran a hand through his hair. “You have to withdraw, 
Seth. There’s a conflict of 


interest.” 


Seth felt his frustrations from last night flare up. He plopped 
his stack of paper on the 


opposite end of the conference table. “ You should withdraw, 
not me. Lola hasn’t got the money 


for anyone else, and I’m not leaving her.” 


“Fine.” Lars gathered his piles of scratched notes and 
photocopies. “George, I’m sorry, but 


| have to recommend another lawyer.” 


“Why?” George looked shocked. “I don’t want another 
lawyer!” 


“There is a conflict of interest,” Lars repeated, stressing 
every word. “/’m dating the 


opposing counsel!” 


The door opened behind Seth, and he turned to see Judge 
Henry Jaccard. 


The judge swept into the room, black robe flapping like a 
superhero cape. He had remnants 


of silver hair and a tanned, etched face and serious 
expression. He sat in the chair behind his desk 


with excessive force, as if he hadn’t sat down in several 
days. And had been tortured. 


He eyed the four of them wearily. 


“Status conference, yes? For”—he glanced down at the 
papers on his desk—“George and 


Lola Stritzke? Fine. Let’s proceed.” 


Lola still hovered next to Seth. “Should | sit down? What’s 
going on?” 


Seth was sweating under his brown suit. “Your husband’s 
lawyer is my boyfriend,” he 


whispered to her. 


“That guy’s your boyfriend?” Lola whispered a little too 
loudly in her surprise. 


Seth sighed. 


Lola checked Lars out and gave Seth a little smile, as if 
apologizing for her shocked 


outburst. “He’s very handsome.” 
Seth felt himself blush. 


“Are we done whispering and wasting my time? Can we 
proceed or not?” Judge Jaccard 


asked. “I'd like to spend something of the few remaining 
days of this year out of my office.” 
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Lars stood beside the judge’s desk for a moment, then 
looked over his shoulder and 


motioned for Seth to join him. 


Seth coughed and hurried to stand next to Lars, feeling 
nervous. 


The judge raised an eyebrow. “What?” 


“Your Honor, | have to withdraw my representation of my 
client at this time,” Lars said. 


Jaccard stared at both of them. “Really. And why’s that?” 


“There’s a conflict of interest. | have a relationship with the 
Opposing counsel.” He nodded 


toward Seth. 


The judge scrutinized Seth in a way that made him feel like 
a lamb chop. He tugged at his 


tie. He wondered if Jaccard was gay and checking him out. 
Or maybe he wanted Seth’s suit? His 


gaze was penetrating in an uncomfortably affective manner. 


“A relationship? Working relationship?” Jaccard asked. 


“We're lovers,” Seth blurted out, voice cracking in his 
nervousness. He flushed instantly in 


horror. Oh God, now he was developing stress-induced 
Tourette’s? 


Lars rolled his eyes. “Your Honor, we are registered 
domestic partners. It’s infeasible to 


imagine we'd be able to effectively represent our clients 
given this.” 


“Sit down,” the judge ordered. 


Lars gave Seth a quick, exasperated stare, then sat beside 
George, turning the chair to face 


the judge. Seth sat next to Lola at the opposite end of the 
table. He’d never sat at the end of a 


long rectangular table across from Lars like this. He felt like 
asking for the salt. 


“Mr. Stritzke, Mrs. Stritzke, one of you is going to have to 
find another attorney,” Jaccard 


Said. 


“I’ve already had one lawyer quit on me,” Lola admitted. “l 
really don’t want to have to 


find another one. I like Seth!” 


“Mr. Varga came highly recommended to me,” George said. 
“| don’t want another attorney 


either.” 


The judge looked to the heavens, as if he were being 
punished by God. “Do you both 


understand that your councils are in a personal relationship 
with each other?” 
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“And there’s a risk they may share information or evidence 
between them that could 


hamper your case?” 
“I trust Seth,” Lola said. 


“| don’t care. | just want to get this over with.” George 
stared at Lola, a look of undeniable 


adoration on his face. /nteresting. 


The judge sighed long and loud enough to qualify as a 
groan. “Mr. Stritzke, do you waive 


the conflict of interest?” 


George stood briefly and nodded. “I waive the conflict, Your 
Honor.” 


“Mrs. Stritzke?” 
“I waive the conflict,” she said, smiling at Seth. 


Seth tugged his collar. 


“Fine. Your funeral, folks.” The judge scribbled something, 
then glared at Seth, pointing 


his pen at him. “You two must maintain a strict Chinese wall 
between you. Do not discuss your 


clients or your case in any capacity in private. Understood?” 
Seth nodded. Lars did as well, but he was frowning. 


“From the start, this whole morning has been a colossal 
waste of time,” the judge 


mumbled. 


“Your Honor, | then propose we move quickly to the matter 
at hand.” Lars handed the 


judge a document and passed a copy to Seth. “My client has 
agreed to give Mrs. Stritzke 


everything she has asked for in exchange for concluding this 
case as soon as possible. He will 


not contest any findings in the order, but he wants this case 
over now.” 


Seth glanced at the Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law 
written in front of him. He 


had no idea if it actually had all that Lola had requested, so 
he moved it in front of her and the 


two flipped through it. 


George was giving her the house, one of their two cars (the 
one that had been stolen), more 


than half of the assets they shared, as well as a 
maintenance reimbursement of half his salary. 


Seth couldn’t have asked for a better outcome in his first 
case—and he hadn’t done a thing yet. 
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“What do you think?” he whispered in Lola’s ear. 
She shrugged. “It looks like what I’ve asked for.” 


Seth glanced up. Lars stared at him in a way that sent a bolt 
of nervousness through him. 


Lars was a master at looking cold and professional in a legal 
setting. Their first year together, he 


had been in the closet and had acted almost hostilely to 
Seth in the workplace to hide the fact that 


they were lovers. Seth hadn’t seen that calm, calculating 
gaze in a long time, not directed at him 


at any rate. But now Lars was treating him like opposing 
council. 


“We need a chance to review this before final signature,” 
Seth stated. 


The judge sighed loudly. “Accepting the terms of the 
agreement means this must end 


quickly. Do you agree to the request?” 


Seth glanced at Lola, then nodded. “Yes, Your Honor.” 


Jaccard scribbled something on a piece of paper. “Fine. l'Il 
see both counselors here in my 


office tomorrow night, four p.m., to discuss and sign off on 
the order.” 


Seth frowned. “But Your Honor, that gives us little time to 
review the findings and make 


changes—” 


“Saturday is Christmas Eve, and I plan to enjoy it!” Jaccard 
barked, although honestly Seth 


couldn’t imagine Jaccard enjoying something as saccharine 
as Christmas. He imagined Jaccard 


enjoyed things like organizing his pesticide drawer. “You 
wanted fast, I’m giving you fast. I’m 


not wasting the holiday week on trifles, so l'Il see both of 
you tomorrow, four p.m. sharp. Is that 


clear?” He narrowed his eyes at Seth. 
“Yes, Your Honor,” Seth said quickly. 


Jaccard offered them all a sinister smile. “Happy holidays! 
You're dismissed!” 


It took Seth a second to realize he was being kicked out, and 
he had barely said two words 


on Lola’s behalf. 


Lars had somehow managed to collect his materials and 
sweep out of the judge’s office in 


under five seconds, leaving Seth bumbling with his files, 
nearly tripping on one of the chairs as 


he followed Lola out of the room. 


In the hallway, Lars was already on his cell phone. When 
they made eye contact, Lars 


sternly held out a pointed finger, gesturing to give him a 
minute. 


Holidays with the Bellskis: Miracle of the Bellskis 
55 


Seth led Lola down the hallway. “l'Il go through Tony’s notes 
and negotiate the fine points 


of the order with Lars before tomorrow.” 
Lola nodded. “Do you need me here?” 


“No, you can go. l'Il call you later if | have questions about 
what you’ve requested.” He 


remembered her missing car. “Do you need a ride to your 
sister’s?” 


“What’s wrong with your car?” George Stritzke asked, 
coming from behind Seth. 


“I was carjacked last night,” Lola snapped. 


“Christ, Lola. Why didn’t you call me?” George looked visibly 
shaken by this information. 


“Why would I? You kicked me out of the house. | have some 
pride, you know.” 


George swallowed as if about to say something, but then 
shut his mouth. Seth heard Lars 


finishing his phone call, but he wasn’t about to miss this. 
“Let me take you to Kirsten’s,” George offered. 


“No thanks. I’ve got shopping to do downtown; then l'Il take 
the bus home.” Lola took a 


deep breath, as if steadying her resolve. Then she turned 
and offered Seth a grateful smile. “Call 


me. 


“I will.” He squeezed her arm and watched her go, as did 
George. Seth studied him closer. 


He didn’t look like a man who wanted to say good-bye to his 
wife of twenty-four years. 


“George.” Lars dashed up to the two of them. “I'll call you 
this evening, all right?” 


George nodded. “Thank you.” 


Lars shook his hand. As soon as George was out of sight, 
Lars spun around and faced Seth. 


Seth tried to figure out whether or not Lars was angry. He 
looked peculiar and a little 


annoyed maybe, but he was strangely hard to read. 
“Hey,” Lars said at last. 


“Hey,” Seth said back. He cleared his throat. Words didn’t 
come. 


“You have as shitty a night’s sleep as | did?” Lars asked. 


Seth nodded. Lars watched him closely as if he expected 
Seth to spontaneously combust. 


“I’m sorry about last night,” Seth said. “You were right. We 
can spend time with my 


parents whenever. | shouldn’t have gotten so angry.” 
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Lars’s expression crumpled into relief. He moved closer, so 
close Seth had to back up until 


he hit the wall. Lars loomed over him, mouth only an inch 
from his, blue eyes bearing down. 


“I’m sorry too. What a stupid argument,” Lars said quietly. 


“Yeah.” Seth felt relief soread through him like some 
expensive, highly alcoholic 


beverage—all sweet and warm, making his joints move 
freely. 


“Though you should have told me about Lola,” Lars said. 
“Probably. Sorry about that too.” 
“Didn't you see my name on the Petition for Dissolution?” 


Seth cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. That. | haven’t had a 
chance to read any of the 


paperwork, actually.” 


Lars’s eyebrow lifted, but he didn’t comment—for which 
Seth was grateful. 


Things still felt strained, even though Lars was in kissing 
position. 


“Can we stop by our place on the way back to work?” Seth 
asked. 


“Did you leave something?” 


Seth’s fingers brushed Lars’s shoulder. “I want to make it up 
to you for yesterday.” 


Lars grinned, but then he sighed. “With my parents there?” 


Seth glanced around them. “Have you ever gotten a blowjob 
in a courtroom?” he 


whispered. 
Lars laughed out loud. “Nope. That would be a new one.” 
“Wanna try?” 


“| bet they're all taken at this hour. But...” Lars leaned close 
to whisper in Seth’s ear. “l 


happen to know there’s a bathroom that’s hardly ever used 
on the seventh floor.” 


Seth’s heart beat faster in excitement. “Why don’t you show 
me where?” 


Lars strode to the elevator without another word. On the 
seventh floor, Lars led Seth past 


the prosecutor’s office to a nondescript men’s bathroom 
that had two small stalls. The lights 


were off. At first they tried to fit into one of the stalls, but 
the space was too narrow for two 


grown men, so Lars pushed Seth against the outside of the 
Stall door instead. 


Seth slid down to his knees and unbuckled Lars’s belt. 
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“This is a bad idea,” Lars said, even as he helped Seth undo 
his trouser buttons. 


Seth was grateful he’d worn his older, more comfortable suit 
as he knelt on the hard 


bathroom tile. His hands trembled with nervousness and 
anticipation. Lars was already rock 


hard, and Seth had to maneuver his stiff thickness through 
the slit in Lars’s underwear to reveal 


its leaking head. 


“Seth...” Lars choked, more a plea than an actual word, as 
Seth pulled the hot, velvety 


head of Lars’s circumcised cock into his mouth. They’d done 
this a thousand times but never 


here, in a public space like this, where the sounds of 
telephones ringing and deliveries being 


made and flushing toilets in the ladies restroom next door 
eradicated any sense of privacy. 


Lars spread his hands and braced himself against the yellow 
Stall frame. His head hung 


low, mouth slightly open and eyes closed, and not for the 
first time Seth relished the sight of his 


lover, so beautiful, in such throes of pleasure, caused by 
him. Lars’s cock was too large to fully 


fit down Seth’s throat, so Seth took as much of him as he 
could in his mouth and ringed the base 


with his fingers, pulling in time with his sucking. He tongued 
the slit and smeared saliva and 


precum over the head. Lars’s knees trembled with the effort 
to stay upright. 


The musky, male smell of Lars’s balls and the sight of his 
pulsing flesh gave Seth a painful 


erection, which shoved at his waistband in impatient need. 


Lars enthusiastically pushed into Seth’s mouth. Seth relaxed 
his throat muscles to avoid 


choking. His knees hurt, his cock ached, Lars’s prick pushed 
against the back of his throat 


repeatedly, but Seth didn’t care, because sucking cock ina 
public bathroom was wrong, and Lars 


was very right, and everything about their life together was 
absurd, erotic, and beautiful. 


Seth heard the sound of the bathroom door opening behind 
them. 


Seth froze in horror, but Lars just straightened and called, 
“Fuck off, thanks.” 


There was a startled noise, and the door shut. 


Lars leaned back against the stall once more. Seth, 
however, couldn’t stop the nervous 


laugh that bubbled up. 

“This is madness!” he whispered. 

“I’m close, baby,” Lars begged. “Please don’t stop!” 
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Seth’s stomach still vibrated with laughter as he returned 
his attentions to where they were 


impatiently needed. With only a few more strokes, Lars 
came, filling Seth’s mouth. Seth pulled 


back to swallow but afterward returned to Lars’s prick, 
unwilling to let him go just yet. 


He gave Lars a few more moments of nuzzling, then realized 
he was still in a public 


bathroom in the courthouse on his knees with a man’s dick 
in his mouth. He leaned back against 


the stall door. His cock was hard in his trousers, but he 
doubted they’d have enough time to 


finish him off before whoever had interrupted them returned 
with security. 


Lars had a goofy, postcoital grin on his face as he did up his 
trousers and buckled his belt. 


He offered Seth a hand up, and when he yanked Seth to a 
standing position, he pushed Seth 


against the stall and kissed him. 


The kiss was sloppy and full of affection, and Seth loved it. It 
was also not helping his 


erection. Seth gently pushed Lars’s chest, and they broke 
the kiss. 


Lars reached down. “I want to blow you so bad,” Lars 
whispered. 


“Not here,” Seth whispered back, voice hoarse with need. 
“We've already been spotted.” 


“Tonight, whatever you want, baby, it’s yours.” 


Seth smiled, but he shook his head. “Don’t forget your folks 
are still in the condo. | think 


l'Il have to take a whatever-I-want rain check.” 


“Nope. Whatever floats your boat, baby. | love you, and you 
mean more to me than 


anyone—including my parents at the moment—so if you 
want to spend the night with me on my 


hands and knees in the kitchen, you got it.” 


Seth rested his head on Lars’s shoulder. “Right now l'Il settle 
for a slice of pizza, a lazy 


blowjob, and a nap.” 


Lars chuckled. They stood there together for a long 
moment, and then Lars sighed. “I have 


to go back to the office.” 
Seth sighed as well. “Yeah. Me too.” 
“You have a lot of reading to do.” 


“I know, | know.” Seth grinned. “Hey. Does it frighten you to 
have me on the opposing 


team? You know I’m going to kick ass.” 
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Lars grinned back. “It does scare me a bit. Because you 
don’t Know who you're messing 


with.” 


“I was your paralegal for two years, Lars. | know your style 
like the back of my hand.” 


“You didn’t know me in my family practice days.” Lars 
kissed him once more. “If George 


wasn’t willing to give Lola everything she asked for, you’d 
be screwed.” 


Seth reluctantly stepped away from Lars, repositioning his 
lingering erection. He checked 


his appearance in the bathroom mirror. He looked like a man 
who had just spent ten minutes 


giving someone a blowjob. He tried to brush order back into 
his hair with his fingers. There was 


nothing he could do for his swollen lips. 


As always, Lars looked like the textbook example of legal 
professionalism. They both had 


experience in masking their activities. The first year they 
secretly dated, they were always 


screwing on lunch breaks and coming back to the office. 
Lars had magical shirts that never 


seemed to get wrinkled, no matter how enthusiastically he 
ripped them off his own body in 


desperation to get naked. 


Then again, maybe that’s why he preferred three-piece 
Suits? 


Lars held open the bathroom door for Seth, and the two 
walked briskly to the elevator. As 


they waited, a nervous-looking younger man hesitated 
outside the bathroom. He tentatively 


pushed open the door and sprang back against the wall, as 
if what he’d see might destroy his 


eyesight forever. 


Seth laughed all the way out of the courthouse. 
60 

Astrid Amara 

Chapter Seven 


Tony Colletti was a thorough lawyer, Seth discovered 
somewhere between his fourth and 


fifth double Americano. Part of him thought Lola would have 
been much better off with Tony 


representing her. 


Seth shook his head. That lack of confidence wouldn’t do 
him any good. To his benefit, 


Tony had kept copious notes as he researched Lola and 
George Stritzke’s estate in an effort to 


determine what she had a legitimate claim to half or more 
of. 


Tony Colletti’s neatly typed notes suggested he’d missed his 
calling as an auditor, because 


a relatively small amount of money that had been 
transferred into the Stritzke joint banking 


account from another account with George’s name caught 
his interest and led him to discover 


more about George Stritzke’s new employer, a man named 
Kirill Mordehovich, who ran a 


profitable import/export business between Seattle and 
Central Asia. Documents faxed over that 


morning showed officially reported holdings of 
Mordehovich’s firm, Mechti Enterprises. 


It was an odd tangent because George Stritzke was not 
under the employ of Mechti 


Enterprises; rather he was hired as an independent 
contractor by Mordehovich himself to serve as 


bodyguard. George Stritzke had a concealed weapons 
permit and the training to defend 


Mordehovich if need be, so the career change made sense 
to Seth—especially if a former injury 


relegated him to a menial desk job. 


But more documents showed Mechti Enterprise 
entanglements with US Customs and a 


prior arrest of one of its employees. Tony seemed distracted 
by this business. 


And then suddenly quit. 


It was dark by the time Seth decided to call it quits himself 
and head home. He wasn’t 


particularly looking forward to spending another evening 
holding his temper while enduring 


more grumblings from Mr. Varga, but he was grateful to 
spend the night with Lars again. The 
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only benefit of arguments was their ability to highlight how 
much their relationship truly meant 


to Seth, and how grateful he was to have not lost it. 


The second Seth walked through the door, his mouth began 
to water. The kitchen smelled 


of steamed lobster and warm cheese. He spotted their 
fondue set up on the dining table, an 


Alsace Riesling chilling on ice, and he could barely control 
his excitement. Lobster fondue was 


one of his absolute favorites, and the fact that the table was 
set for two and the Vargas were 


nowhere to be seen, boded well for a perfect evening. 


He popped into the kitchen. “That smells good,” he said, 
pulling off his tie. 


Lars gave Seth a kiss. “Hey, baby. Thanks.” 
“You making lobster fondue?” 


“Yeah. Sorry, | know it’s your favorite, but I think she’ll love 
it.” 


Seth stared in confusion. “What?” 


“I thought if | was going to ditch them, they could have a 
romantic evening.” Lars smirked. 


“Not that my dad has any idea what romance is. | know 
fondue is cheesy, in every sense of the 


word, but it'll make my mom happy at least.” 
Seth’s heart sank. “So | don’t get any?” 


Lars burst out laughing. “You should see your face right 
now! You look so sad.” He put 


his arm around Seth and kissed him. “I thought you wanted 
to go to your parents’ house tonight. 


It’s still Hanukkah, after all.” 


“I guess.” He stared at the pot of cheese, the smell of butter 
and wine wafting above it, and 


he licked his lips longingly. “How about we send your 
parents over to my parents, and we stay 


here and eat instead?” 


“Alas we'll be the ones eating whatever your mother is 
burning tonight.” Lars frowned. “l 


thought you’d prefer that.” 


“| don’t prefer it. But my mother will be thrilled. What will 
your mother think?” 


Lars shrugged. “When I came home, | said | needed to 
spend tonight with your folks, but 


that you and | would be with them for Christmas Eve and 
Christmas dinner. That’ll have to 


please them.” 


Seth just shook his head. “You always surprise me.” 
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Lars shook a large Tupperware box. “I also grated potatoes 
for latkes. We can bring them 


over, and l'Il fry them up.” 


Seth stared in wonder. “When did you do all this? Haven’t 
you been at work all day?” 


“I got home an hour ago. How was work?” Lars smirked. 
“Catch up on your reading?” 


“Not talking about it, thank you very much.” Seth hesitated. 
He really wanted to ask Lars 


what he thought about Lola’s former lawyer’s obsession 
with Mechti Enterprises, but that would 


have been a breach of conduct. He sighed. “Where are your 
folks?” 


“They wanted to do some Christmas shopping since it 
stopped raining. They'll be back 


Shortly.” 


Seth changed into jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, tied on 
his hiking boots, and styled his 


hair. When Lars was in the bathroom, he stole a small bowl 
of fondue sauce and the end of the 


peasant-style loaf of bread Lars had bought. The flavor was 
to die for. 


Damn family! 


Lars entered the bedroom and shook his head when he 
spotted Seth’s bowl. 


“What?” Seth said defensively, swiping the leftover cheese 
out of the bottom of the bowl 


with his finger. “You can’t honestly expect to make my 
favorite dinner of all time and have me 


leave the house without sampling part of it.” 


Lars started dressing for dinner. “Your favorite of all time? | 
thought you preferred steak 


Diane.” 
“Not as sexy as lobster fondue.” 


Lars shuddered. “Please don’t mention sexy right now. I’m 
thinking of my parents eating 


it.” 
x OK OOK x 


Of course it would have been too easy if Seth’s mother had 
just been happy to see Seth and 


Lars bearing grated potatoes and gifts at her door. 


Instead she said, “So, Lars, your parents don’t want to meet 
us?” 


Lars and Seth shared a look of alarm before Lars snapped 
out of it and turned on his 


typical charm. 
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“Hello, Ruthie,” he said, leaning over to kiss her cheek. 
Seth’s mother hugged him 


warmly. “Mm. You smell like delicious beets.” 


Seth’s mother laughed and swatted Lars on the back. “Oh 
stop. I’m making borscht. It’s 


my mother’s recipe. You'll love it.” 


“I’m sure | will,” Lars said, eyeing Seth over her shoulder in 
a way that said he was going 


to enjoy it about as much as he’d enjoy salmonella. 


“Oh, Lars arrived!” Seth’s father came into the hallway. “I’m 
glad you could join us, son.” 


He shook Lars’s hand and smiled at the Tupperware. “Oh! 
Did you happen to bring latkes?” 


“The ingredients. l'Il fry them up here if Ruth doesn’t mind.” 


Seth’s mom ushered him through the door. “Of course not! 
Come in! Seth, why are you 


making him wait in the hallway? Both of you! Come inside. 
And tell me why your parents aren’t 


here.” 


“Maybe after dinner | can show you boys my new three-bay 
hopper car for my freight set. 


It’s got a full coal load inside it!” 


Seth winced. “Dad, you know Lars and | don’t really care 
about trains, right?” 


“But this one’s amazing. The details!” he said excitedly. 


Seth looked around the living room and noted his sister’s 
absence, which secretly pleased 


him because now she no longer monopolized the guilt 
between them. They were officially even. 


The borscht was bland but edible; Lars’s latkes were 
devoured within minutes of emerging 


from the frying pan. At one point, Seth’s father grabbed a 
fresh pancake straight from the hot oil, 


and even though it must have seared his skin, his father still 
happily chomped away, licking his 


damaged finger with a smile. 


Together Seth and Lars had purchased a digital picture 
frame for Seth’s parents, which 


they claimed to adore although Seth knew they had no idea 
what it actually was. As with any 


technological device, he would have to upload the pictures, 
create detailed instructions on how to 


use it, then come over and fix issues at least once a week. 


In return Lars and Seth were given a silver menorah and a 
big bathroom book of lawyer 


jokes. 


“Hey, it’s just the right thickness for propping up the 
monitor in the office,” Seth said. 
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“Don’t worry, it’s funny,” Mr. Bellski assured them. “How 
many lawyer jokes are there?” 


Seth rolled his eyes. “I don’t know, Dad. How many?” 
“Just three! The rest are true.” 


“Har har. Thanks so much.” Seth grabbed the book, already 
calculating where he could 


stash it in Violet’s office as a joke. 
Lars admired the silver menorah. “It’s really nice.” 


“You don’t have to use it, of course,” Seth’s mother assured 
him. “It’s not like we care. 


But | know Seth doesn’t have one, and I’m pretty sure you 
don’t either.” 


Lars laughed. “Nope, no menorahs. Although | am supposed 
to pick up a Christmas tree 


tonight: my own mother’s orders.” 


“There are still some nice-looking trees out in front of the 
grocery store down the road.” 


She handed Lars back his Tupperware, freshly washed. “And 
maybe l'Il be lucky enough to be 


invited over to see it.” 
Seth sighed. “Subtle, Ma. Real subtle.” 


“I just think it would be nice to meet your parents, Lars. Are 
you ashamed of them or 


something?” 
a“ No.” 


“Seth’s ashamed of us, is the problem!” Seth’s father 
bellowed. 


“I’m not ashamed of you two. Embarrassed, yes, but not 
ashamed.” Seth kissed his mother 


good night. 
“Well think about it, you two. We have plenty of chairs.” 


* OK OOK OX 


Only limp, dry specimens of the pine genus remained 
outside the Ballard QFC, huddled in 


a makeshift plywood corral like weathered prisoners of war. 
Despite the heavy downpour of rain, 


Lars examined them critically, taking his time as if he 
weren’t in the process of being drowned 


by the heavens. 


Lars at least had a hoodie on. Seth was just getting 
drenched. He shook water from his hair 


and tried to help, but every tree Seth reached for 
spontaneously shed all its needles. 
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“Maybe it’s because I’m Jewish?” Seth suggested, but Lars 
ignored him and grabbed a 


smaller blue spruce that looked more like a tree and less like 
an old limb. 


They bundled the wet, fragrant tree in Lars’s car, and Lars 
cranked the heater as soon as he 


turned the engine on. As his bones warmed and the intense 
smell of pine filled the car, Seth felt a 


giddy holiday cheer warm him. They'd lost the joys of simple 
holiday rituals in all their efforts to 


please their extended families—but when it was the two of 
them, putting up lights or wrapping 


gifts or struggling with sap-covered fingers to not crush the 
top of the tree in the trunk, a burst of 


the season’s warmth glowed through him and he realized 
that, yes, despite everything, he loved 


this. 


Lars’s parents were asleep when they got home, so they 
stuck the tree in a bucket of water 


and left it to decorate the following day. Seth beelined for 
the refrigerator and noted with dismay 


a disparaging lack of leftovers. 


“They ate it all,” he complained, shutting the fridge quietly. 
The kitchen was spotless; Mrs. 


Varga had even scrubbed the propane stains off the bottom 
of the fondue bowl. Seth lifted their 


coffeepot. “How did she succeed in cleaning the dirt stains 
off that corner of the coffeemaker? 


You and | have been trying for years.” 


“Obvious. We weren’t motivated enough.” Lars put his 
hands on Seth’s shoulders and 


steered him into the bedroom. He shut the door and pushed 
Seth down on the bed. 


Seth smiled up at him. “Rain check?” 


“Rain check.” Lars knelt on the bed, grinning as he reached 
for Seth’s trousers. “I’ve been 


thinking about this all day.” 
“So has that poor bastard who saw us in the courthouse.” 


Lars snorted. “God, that was fun. We should do that more 
often.” 


“What, flirt with indecent exposure? That will do your law 
Career wonders.” 


“Yeah? What about your law career?” 


“| don’t have one yet.” Seth was going to make another 
Snarky remark but was distracted 


by Lars’s hands, expertly undoing his fly and pulling down 
his pants. Seth lifted his hips and 


helped pull off his bottom clothes. He lay there feeling a 
little ridiculous, shirt still on but naked 


from the waist down. 
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Lars glanced at him, expression inscrutable. 


“Does this still turn you on after all this time?” Seth 
whispered, unsure about the look in 


Lars’s eyes. 


“Baby, every time | see your body, | love it more.” Lars 
kissed his way up the inside of 


Seth’s leg. “When I see your cock, | remember all the times 
you've fucked me with it, and how it 


felt to fuck you. | remember the feel of you in my mouth, 
the taste of your cum. | remember 


every time we've been together, and it all just makes it that 
much more exciting.” 


Seth crossed his arms behind his head, propping himself up 
Slightly to get a better view of 


Lars’s beautiful mouth closing in on his hardening cock. 


Lars pulled Seth into his mouth, and Seth stifled his moan, 
his body trembling with the 


intensity of sensation. Lars gently pushed Seth’s legs wider, 
stretching him open, then leaned 


down to lick a stripe from his ass to the base of his cock. 


Seth struggled not to cry out. Lars put his fingers in his 
mouth and licked sloppily over 


them. Seth’s ass clenched tightly in anticipation, and he 
forced himself to relax. 


Lars took Seth’s cock deep down his throat and used his 
fingers to penetrate Seth’s ass at 


the same time. The sensations—Lars in him, around him, 
filling him, and drinking him down—it 


was so much, all at once. 


They submerged into silence together. Lars paused long 
enough to remove his own 


trousers and boxers, then he turned around, positioning his 
cock above Seth's face as he returned 


his attentions to Seth’s cock and ass. 


Seth had a delectable view above him and reached up to 
fondle Lars’s balls, hanging just 


above his head. He thought of making some joke about gay 
mistletoe but realized they’d start 


laughing and Lars’s parents were sleeping next door. 


Instead he reached up to fondle the buttery-soft, warm skin 
of Lars’s sac, weigh the heft of 


his testicles in his palm. Lars’s long cock curved toward his 
belly. Seth had to scoot down 


Slightly to get it into his mouth. At once Lars moaned around 
Seth’s cock, and the fingers in 


Seth’s ass pressed deeply. 


The two of them built a rhythm of thrusts and swallows, 
Seth sunk in a delirium of ecstasy, 


incapable of anything beyond the subtle movements of 
pleasure. Seth came in a rush of elation, 


Holidays with the Bellskis: Miracle of the Bellskis 
67 


his ass clenching down on Lars’s fingers, and only moments 
later, Lars pushed deep down his 


throat and climaxed. 


It seemed to take Lars a great deal of effort to roll off Seth 
and turn around. 


Seth lay splayed there on top of the sheets, dead tired, a 
lethargic, warm happiness filling 


the spaces where sheer pleasure had shot through him 
moments before. He couldn’t be bothered 


to find his pajamas. He couldn’t even be bothered to locate 
a pillow. He closed his eyes, vaguely 


wondered if he’d set the alarm, then realized he didn’t care. 


Lars’s fingers massaged his scalp. “Your hair’s still wet. It’s 
going to dry straight up, 


punk.” 
“Mm. It’ll distract you tomorrow in court.” 


Lars chuckled quietly. His hand dropped from Seth’s hair and 
down onto Seth’s chest. He 


pulled Seth tightly against his body. 


Seth was almost asleep, but he couldn’t help it. “Do you 
think George is involved in 


something illegal?” 

“George Stritzke?” Lars asked, voice cracked with sleep. 
“Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. A feeling.” 

Lars paused. “We can’t talk about this, Seth.” 

“I know. Never mind.” 


“| want to. But | can’t.” 


“Yeah.” Seth rolled over and kissed Lars. “Sorry. Forget | said 
anything.” 


But the thought kept sleep away for most of the night. 
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Chapter Eight 

Friday, December 23 


In the morning, Lars left early for work, leaving Seth once 
more with the socializing 


requirements. 


Seth wasn’t sure if the Vargas were getting used to him or if 
the lobster fondue had worked 


its magic, but both Mr. and Mrs. Varga offered good 
mornings when he entered the kitchen in a 


bathrobe and poured himself a cup of coffee. 


Mrs. Varga even smiled. Mr. Varga promptly returned his 
attentions to the newspaper, but 


at least he wasn’t scowling. 


“How was dinner with your parents last night?” Mrs. Varga 
asked. 


“It was nice,” Seth said tactfully. “My mother made 
borscht.” 


Mr. Varga’s glance rose from the paper. “Your family’s 
Russian?” 


“No, Polish,” Seth said. “Poles make borscht as well. Not 
that my mother or father have 


ever been to Poland, mind you.” 


“My mother was German,” Mrs. Varga said, “but my father 
was part Polish, part Irish.” 


“A little of a//the impoverished Europeans,” Seth said. Mrs. 
Varga didn’t seem to find that 


funny, so he distracted her by motioning toward their sad 
little Christmas tree, leaning against 


the wall in a bucket of water. 


“Lars and | got a tree last night. If you want, we could put 
lights on it before Lars gets back 


at lunch.” 


Mrs. Varga’s expression brightened. “That would be nice. Do 
you have ornaments?” 


Seth frowned. “No. | thought ornaments were optional.” 
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Mr. Varga mumbled something about Jews and ornaments 
under his breath but didn’t 


bother looking up from his paper or repeating himself, so 
Seth ignored him. 


“They sell cheap boxes of ornaments all over. I’m sure we 
could find something. And 


some tinsel...” Mrs. Varga started a mental Christmas 
Shopping list and examined the tree. Seth 


scooted out of the room and showered and shaved, and by 
the time he returned, she had an actual 


list in hand. 


“I think l'Il do some shopping while you and Lars are at 
work,” Mrs. Varga declared. 


Seth glanced out the window. Surprise: it was raining. “You 
sure you want to go out in this 


weather?” 


Mrs. Varga nodded. She started fussing with her dishes, 
clearly energized by the task at 


hand. 
“We could share a taxi downtown,” Seth suggested 


“That sounds wonderful.” She was already gathering her 
purse. 


Seth gulped the remainder of his coffee, made sure 
everything he needed for the day was in 


his backpack, and met Mrs. Varga at the door. 
“You staying in today, Christian?” Mrs. Varga asked. 


He didn’t bother looking up from his paper. “You go 
shopping. I’ve got e-mails to respond 


"m 


to. 
She nodded and followed Seth out of the apartment. 


The taxi ride was awkwardly silent at first, and Seth felt 
nervous. He wanted to like Mrs. 


Varga. More importantly he wanted her to like him. Violet 
had been right—he did care about 


that. And it worried him that the two of them would never 
get along if they couldn’t even make 


small talk together. 
“Is he working too hard?” Mrs. Varga suddenly asked. 


Seth glanced at the taxi driver for a moment, unsure who 
Mrs. Varga was talking about. 


Then he realized she had to be talking to him. 
“Who, Lars? Yes. But he always does.” 
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Mrs. Varga nodded. “His father’s just the same. He worked 
eighty-hour weeks for as long 


as he was in practice. Lars hardly saw him growing up. 
Maybe that’s why Lars is...you know. 


His father wasn’t around.” 


Seth scowled at the back of the driver’s seat. “You think... 
Wait. You think Lars is gay 


because his father worked too hard?” 


Mrs. Varga’s eyes shot up to the driver’s rearview mirror in 
concern. 


Seth sighed. “Mrs. Varga, it isn’t anyone’s fau/t that Lars is 
gay. He was born that way. 


Just like the fact that you’re left-handed. It’s part of your 
biological wiring.” 


Mrs. Varga didn’t say anything further for several minutes, 
so Seth stared out the taxi 


window, cursing himself for agreeing to go on this little 
outing. But then Mrs. Varga spoke 


again. 


“I didn’t mean to ask... | just worry. If he’s working too 
much. Is he taking care of 


himself?” 
Seth glanced to her, and she offered a nervous little smile. 


“He doesn’t talk to me much anymore,” she admitted. “l 
don’t know how he’s doing.” 


Seth almost snapped something about why Lars couldn’t 
talk to his parents anymore, but 


he held that back. “He’s taking care of himself,” he assured 
her. “He’s busy, and yes, he does 


work too much, but | don’t know what Lars would do if he 
wasn't. He isn’t like me, content to 


lie around with a few movies and a book. He has to be 
actively doing something. And he loves 


work. He enjoys his clients, and he’s really blossomed now 
that he has his own business. This is 


the happiest I’ve seen him, in the four years I’ve known 
him.” 


Mrs. Varga smiled. “Thank you. I’m glad to hear that.” 


He hesitated. But he didn’t know when he’d get this chance 
again. “And he loves you, very 


much. It’s been hard on him, not being as close to you as he 
used to be. I can tell he misses that.” 


Mrs. Varga’s smile faded. 


Seth continued. “You’re his mother. He loves you more than 
anyone. And when you don’t 


show an interest in his life, it hurts him.” 

“I’ve always been interested in his life,” Mrs. Varga replied. 
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“Yes, but not all of it. Not me. You still tell people that he’s 
between girlfriends. You don’t 


want to talk about me.” 


“| didn’t know what to say.” Mrs. Varga looked out the taxi 
window. “It helps to have met 


” 


you. 
“It helps to have met you too.” 
“And you stand up for yourself. | appreciate that.” 


It wasn’t quite the open arms and joyous reception Seth had 
hoped for. But it was, at the 


very least, a start. 


* OK OOK OX 


Once he’d reached his office, Seth discovered Violet’s five- 
year-old daughter, Kelly, was 


sitting at the desk. He remembered something about the 
school holidays having started, and 


realized he was going to have to share his office, at least 
until Violet finished with her client in 


the other room. He had to bribe her with unbroken crayons 
to get the space for himself, and even 


then she sat in the corner of the room, listening to a 
repetitive and nauseatingly sweet children’s 


CD as she drew on the back of scrap paper and hummed to 
herself. 


For the most part, Seth enjoyed working for Violet, but days 
like this made the prospect of 


eventually having an office with Lars instead sound like a 
dream. 


Seth’s phone rang. Speak of the devil. 


“Hey baby,” Lars said. “Thinking about me?” 


“How'd you guess?” Seth shook his head at Lars’s signature 
at the bottom of one of the 


forms in the pile he reviewed. “You know, your handwriting 
really is deplorable. A graphologist 


might be inclined to think you’re a sociopath.” 


“Well good thing there’s no validity to graphology. You in 
your office?” 


“Yeah. You?” 


“Yes, and l'm sitting here, waiting to see if you’re going to 
fax or e-mail over any 


revisions to the Stritzke order, when | realized | could just 
come over to your office and we could 


bash out the final details together.” 


“Sounds fine. When are you going home to entertain your 
parents?” 
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“Soon as we're done. l'Il be over in half an hour. Get 
something to eat, will you? I’m 


starving.” 


Seth laughed. “God, it’s like I’m your damned paralegal 
again. Get me this file. Get me a 


sandwich. Get me off.” 

Lars laughed. 

“What do you want?” Seth asked. 
“Something greasy.” 

“I'll get pizza. See you in a few.” 


After he hung up, Seth piled his paperwork neatly in case 
Kelly decided to return to his 


desk. He noticed that several documents that had been 
stapled together came apart, but he didn’t 


have time to recollate everything so he just stacked those at 
the bottom of the pile and went off to 


get in line at the pizza place down the block. 


As he waited for their pizza, he smiled to himself. He’d done 
this so many times in their 


past, fetching food for Lars during the lunch hour at work— 
but always as his paralegal. 


It really was a remarkable change. Seth had never had any 
deep ambitions toward 


becoming an attorney when he trained as a paralegal. He’d 
taken that coursework just to make 


more money than he’d been making as an office assistant. 
But he’d enjoyed working at Finch & 


Varga Law Office and found the legal cases compelling and 
challenging. 


Still, he’d never have been able to quit his job and go to 
school full-time to earn his law 


degree if Finch & Varga hadn’t had that legal training 
sponsorship. 


Seth found much of law school tiresome, but he liked 
working with people. He’d passed 


the bar without much difficulty, and here he was now, 
attorney-at-law, about to negotiate his 


client’s rights against none other than Lars Varga himself. 
The thought made him smile. 


Back at the office, he heard Lars’s voice before he saw him. 
He rounded the corner. Lars 


stood talking with Violet and Kelly. He looked dressed to kill 
—wearing a beautiful gray two- 


button wool-and-mohair pin-striped three-piece suit with a 
crisp, slim, pink dress shirt and dark 


pink-and-blue-striped silk tie. His hair was slicked back, 
making him look like a menswear 


model more than a man bobbing a stuffed animal up and 
down to entertain a kindergartner. 


Seth dropped the pizza on his desk. “You're early.” 
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“I'll get Kelly out of your hair,” Violet offered, grabbing her 
daughter’s hand. She smiled 


at Lars. “Don’t be too mean, darling.” 

“I’m never mean.” Lars flashed her a grin. “I’m exacting.” 
Violet shook her head and led her daughter out of the room. 
Lars rustled through his briefcase. “What did you get?” 
“Sausage, mushroom, and cashews, your favorite.” 


Lars smiled. “Thanks, baby. How were my folks this 
morning?” 


“Your mom’s excited about decorating the tree. | shared a 
taxi with her to the store. She’s 


warming a little bit.” 


“Good.” Lars grabbed a slice of pizza and stared around the 
room. “Where do you lay out 


your files?” 
“On the floor, actually.” 
Lars frowned. “We should have met at my office instead.” 


“You can sit in the chair. l'Il take the floor. I’m in jeans; it 
doesn’t matter.” 


“Yeah but it’s weird to negotiate with someone on the floor. 
You already have enough 


baggage thinking | look down on you. | don’t want to 
actually be looking down on you.” 


Seth laughed at that. He abandoned the floor idea and 
instead took everything off the desk 


and piled it on the ground. He spread his paperwork on one 
side and Lars took the other, the 


pizza box open between them. 


“Don’t get any grease on my paperwork. It makes me look 
unprofessional,” Lars warned. 


“Yeah yeah.” 

“Did you review the order?” Lars asked. 

Seth nodded. “It fits with Lola’s relief request.” 
“Exactly.” 


“But | don’t know why this is being rushed. Divorce 
proceedings started only ninety days 


ago. And since | just signed on to this, | want to have a 
discovery period of my own.” 
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“No. That’s the deal. She wants sixty percent of their 
collective assets, a hundred percent 


of the house, and fifty percent of his wages? She signs the 
papers today.” Lars sounded firm. But 


he was also licking grease from his fingertips, so it sort of 
killed his tough-boy image. 


“What’s George’s hurry? Got a pregnant girlfriend on the 
side?” 


“How do you want to handle the community liabilities?” Lars 
changed the subject. 


Seth smirked but didn’t push the issue. “It amounts to 
what...” He flipped through the 


statements. “Twenty-six thousand dollars in collective credit 
card debt and personal loans?” 


Lars pulled a pen out of his jacket pocket. Seth noticed it 
was the limited edition fountain 


pen he’d bought Lars for Christmas last year, and 
remembered with horror he still had to buy 


Lars and his parents their Christmas gifts before Sunday. 


Lars scrawled something. “Since your client is receiving all 
the property and over fifty 


percent of the assets, it’s only equitable that she take a 
higher percentage of the bills.” 


Seth frowned. “That would balance out any benefit in 
receiving the relief she’s seeking. 


We should split the debt fifty-fifty, along the same lines as 
the income.” 


“But she’s receiving a greater percentage of the savings.” 


“Yeah, and a good portion of those are the remains of a trust 
fund that belonged to Lola 


prior to marriage.” Seth was grateful he’d read carefully. 


Lars scribbled more. “Fine. Let’s line item the liabilities and 
distribute.” 


They spent the next hour going over the various bills debts 
the couple had, giving some to 


Lola and some to George. 


Seth then set about having George pay for both Tony’s and 
Seth’s attorney fees out of his 


portion of the settlement, given that it was his desire to 
divorce, not Lola’s. Lars put up a fight on 


Seth’s since Lola’s relief would easily cover his costs. 


Seth took a deep breath, then decided to push the issue. 
“Something about this case gave 


Tony the jitters. | think you may have some idea what I’m 
talking about. Since George’s troubles 


are the cause of all this and are responsible for Lola having 
to seek new council, George should 


pay for Tony’s fees.” 
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“Fine.” Lars didn’t look up from where he was writing. Seth 
smiled. One win for him. 


Although the ease of that made him think Lars had already 
decided to give on that point, if it 


meant no further investigation into his client’s criminal 
activities. 


“What about personal separate property?” Seth asked. 
“Does George have any?” 


“No.” Lars clenched his jaw. 

Seth tilted his head and studied his lover’s expression. 
Lars stared back blankly. “What.” 

“You're lying. That’s interesting.” 

“No I’m not.” 


“Yes you are. | can tell.” Seth grinned. “Hey, who knew after 
years of being in love, you 


could gain insight into a person’s very soul.” 
Lars cleared his throat. “Stay on topic, Seth.” 


“You'd make a terrible gambler,” Seth commented. He 
sighed. “You say George has no 


other assets; | guess l'Il have to believe you.” 
Lars’s expression didn’t change. 
“Although for the record, | don’t believe you.” 


“You have evidence?” Lars glanced up. His expression was 
cool, unrevealing. 


“No, but—” 
“Then drop it. What about the dog?” 


“The dog?” Seth frowned. 


Lars sighed. “Lola’s lap dog. Spencer. George wants 
visitation rights.” 


Seth laughed. “Are you fucking nuts? He throws her out of 
the house, and now he wants to 


visit the damned dog?” 


Lars’s eyebrow rose, but otherwise his expression didn’t 
change. “The dog was purchased 


together as a couple. Spencer has been part of their family 
for ten years. It’s understandable that 


George be granted visitation rights.” 

“It’s not like a child that has two parents who—” 
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“Once a month, one day. All he asks,” Lars interrupted. 
“Take him for a walk. Buy him 


bones. Bring him back before dark.” 


“Maybe we should consult Spencer and find out what he’d 
prefer,” Seth joked. 


Lars didn’t laugh. “Do we need to keep discussing this, or 
can we agree on once a month 


so | can go take my mother and father out before we’re due 
back in court at four?” 


“Fine. Have his once-a-month walkies. God, | hope Lola 
forgives me.” He frowned when 


he realized how quickly Lars had just gotten him to agree. 


Lars wrote something quickly, then slid the paper across to 
Seth. “Read and initial the 


bottom. l'Il get my secretary to type up copies for this 
afternoon’s appointment and have the 


judge approve the order.” 


Seth glanced over the document, although he truly doubted 
Lars was immoral enough to 


not include something they’d agreed on. Even with opposing 
council that wasn’t his lover, Lars 


was always honest in his dealings. 
Except for that lie about personal assets. 


Seth thought it might be worth poking around through those 
bank records one more time 


between now and their appointment. Until then he initialed 
the document and handed it back 


over. 


And like that, Lars Varga, the attorney, disappeared and Lars 
Varga, his boyfriend, 


returned. His smile broke through his stern expression, and 
he rolled the chair around the table 


and next to Seth. 


“Thanks, baby. Want a quickie before | go home?” He 
cupped Seth’s crotch with his hand. 


“Yeah, but I can’t. I’ve still got to clean up all this stuff.” 


“All right.” Lars kissed him. Seth had a desire to run his 
fingers through Lars’s blond hair, 


but he knew Lars would be pissed considering how much gel 
he’d used to straighten up his look 


in the first place. 


“Say hi to your dad for me,” Seth said, pulling back. 
“Remind him how much | love him.” 


Lars snorted. “Maybe all that butter from last night will 
soften him up.” 


“I think your father could be in the midst of a heart attack 
and still find a clever way to 


insult you or me.” 
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“It is an art, if you think about it,” Lars said. He shook his 
head. “I don’t know what I can 


do to make it any better.” 


“There’s nothing you can do. It’s just the way it is. l'II see 
you at four o’clock.” 


“Don’t be late,” Lars cautioned. “Judge Jaccard is a hard-ass 
for schedules.” 


“I’ve been duly warned.” Seth waved as Lars left the office. 
Seth scrubbed his hand over 


his face. It was a little past noon. If he wanted to get any 
Christmas shopping done, he’d have to 


go now. 


But the fact that Tony had dropped Lola’s case four days 
before it was about to be 


settled—and quite handsomely for his client—nagged at 
Seth. And Lars’s lie only made him 


more curious. 


As he restacked materials on the desk, he found the 
documents that had been stapled 


together and noticed that one of the bank statements had a 
different logo than the others. It was 


for an account in George Stritzke’s name only. And it had a 
grand total of over four hundred 


fifty-eight thousand dollars in its checking account alone. 


Seth went back through his files, seeing what else he could 
discover on the find. But there 


was no mention of what this money was. Was it part of 
Mechti Enterprise’s holdings? Did 


George earn it before they were married? It looked like there 
were regular transfers into the 


checking account, amounts varying from a few hundred to 
thousands of dollars. 


He was going to have to go to the bank if he wanted more 
information. 


He called Lola first. Then, after clearing it with her, he called 
Tony Colletti himself. 


* OK OOK OX 


Seth was early to his appointment with the judge. He’d 
changed into slacks, a dress shirt, 


and tie, and thrown a V-neck sweater-vest over the top. He 
waited in the judge’s chambers 


nervously, checking his phone repeatedly even though he 
had no new messages or calls. 


Lars appeared at exactly one minute to four, cheeks flushed 
from rushing. He gave Seth a 


warm smile. “Christmas tree is up.” 
“Yeah? Hang any dreidels on it for me?” 
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“Funny you should say that. My mom found Star of David 
ornaments and put them on for 


you.” 
“That’s weirdly touching.” 
“I know.” 


Judge Jaccard entered, looking exactly the same as he had 
the day before. As if he’d never 


left the room. 


His mood seemed to suggest that might have been the 
case. He shook his head in dismay at 


Seth and Lars and then collapsed in the chair behind his 
desk with exaggerated exhaustion. 


“We're here to wrap up the Stritzke divorce, right?” He 
glanced at his calendar. 


“Yes, Your Honor.” Lars handed the judge a copy of the 
revised orders and handed one to 


Seth. “Both parties have agreed to the following settlement. 
The copy you have has been signed 


by me on behalf of Mr. Stritzke. If we can get opposing 
council’s and your signature, then we'll 


be done before the holiday as hoped.” 


“Not so fast, Councilor. Give me a minute to read it over.” 
The judge took his time finding 


his glasses, then, with an amplified effort, put them on his 
head as if he’d spontaneously 


developed an exotic palsy. 


Lars returned to the table and leaned against it. He winked 
at Seth. Seth didn’t wink back, 


because his heart beat frantically in his throat and he was 
Sweating in nervous anticipation. 


At long last, the judge finished scanning the order and 
glanced up. “Does council for the 


recipient have any last issues he’d like to bring to my 
attention?” 


Seth cleared his throat and brandished his evidence. 


“Your Honor, I'd like to enter the following financial 
documents into the court record as 


another exhibit. They show that the findings provided by Mr. 
Stritzke’s council are incomplete; 


there is another bank account with nearly seven hundred 
thousand dollars in checking and 


Savings.” 
Lars’s eyes widened. 


Seth wielded the other documents he’d just gotten from his 
mad dash around the city. 


“I also have evidence here showing that all the funds in 
question were transferred into that 


account from one Kirill Mordehovich, George Stritzke’s 
employer. This income has not been 
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officially declared, but since it was attained from his 
employer over the course of the last year, it 


must be included in the settlement.” 


Seth moved to deliver the bank statements to the judge 
when Lars blocked him. 


“Your Honor, council for the respondent has not shown me 
these documents before now. | 


ask the court to allow me to see them before tendering.” 


Judge Jaccard nodded and motioned to Seth. “Let him see 
them first.” 


Seth handed the statements to Lars. 


Lars glanced at them briefly. He turned away, then back, as 
if pacing in place. 


He probably looked composed to anyone else, but Seth 
knew him well, and he could see 


how he turned pale at the sight of those documents. For a 
moment, Seth felt alarm—had he hurt 


Lars by holding this back? But then he felt a moment of 
triumph. He’d surprised Lars. That was 


obvious. Besides which, Lars had had a chance to come 
clean that morning, and he'd lied. 


Lars’s took a shaky breath. Seth expected him to hand over 
the documents to the judge. 


Instead, he walked back to Seth and squeezed his shoulder. 
Seth frowned. 

Lars gave him a reassuring smile, which was odd. 

Then he turned around and ripped the evidence to shreds. 
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“What the hell do you think you’re doing!” Judge Jaccard 
bellowed, slamming his palm on 


the buzzer on his desk and standing. 


Seth gaped in shock as Lars ripped the ripped pieces, and 
then ripped those. He calmly 


dumped tiny shreds of Seth’s evidence on the judge’s floor. 


“Get the bailiff in here!” Jaccard shouted into his intercom. 
He pointed at Lars. “Mr. 


Varga, explain yourself!” Jaccard shouted. 


Lars clenched and unclenched his jaw, an obvious sign of 
distress, but his voice didn’t give 


that away. “I’ve nothing to explain, Your Honor.” 


“You’ve destroyed evidence that was to be entered into the 
public record, you've littered in 


my office, and now you’re being insolent! | find you in direct 
contempt of court. Six days in jail, 


one thousand dollar fine, and you’re to be immediately 
remanded into custody of the bailiff at 


this time.” 


Seth’s stomach felt like it was about to come out of his 
throat. He glanced in horror 


between the judge and Lars. 
“Your Honor!” Seth gasped. 


“You understand the charges against you, Councilor?” 
Jaccard demanded. 


Lars was very pale now, but he nodded. “Yes, Your Honor.” 


“You wanted this case over quickly? Too bad! I’m suspending 
approval of your order until 


you finish your jail sentence.” The door behind Seth opened, 
and the bailiff entered, a 


cartoonishly large man who glanced between Seth and Lars, 
obviously trying to determine which 


of them was the troublemaker. 
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For a moment, Seth wondered if he could somehow take the 
blame. If he went to jail 


instead of Lars, then at least Lars could spend the holidays 
with his parents. And Seth didn’t 


have to. Jail almost sounded tempting. 


But it was as if Lars could read his mind. He quickly made a 
half-garbled protest. “Don’t!” 


The bailiff turned Lars around and pulled his arms behind his 
back. Lars froze still as the 


bailiff snapped handcuffs on him. What the hell had Seth 
done wrong? 


“Lars!” he cried. 


“This case is suspended until the end of the year. Merry 
Christmas!” The judge stormed 


out of the room. Moments later, the bailiff led the 
handcuffed Lars away. 


* OK OOK * 


Despite the fact that Seth’s job was all about the law, he 
had never fully appreciated the 


tortoise pace of proceedings until now. Nothing moved 
quickly in the King County legal system, 


especially on the last working day before the Christmas 
weekend. Half the staff of every office 


were already on vacation. 


By the time Lars’s contempt order was drawn up and signed 
by the judge, he was booked 


into King County Correctional Facility, and the computer 
system had his information entered and 


processed, it was well beyond visiting hours for most of the 
floors of the prison. 


Having resigned himself to being unable to free Lars before 
his parents noticed their 


absence, Seth sent Mr. Varga a vague text message about 
working late and urging them to find 


dinner without Seth and Lars. 


Then he set about getting bail—which also proved to be 
more difficult than usual before 


the holiday weekend. A frantic call to Violet offered up the 
name of a good bondsman, but they 


were closed early for the holiday weekend, and Seth was at 
his wit’s end. 


His phone rang, and he desperately ripped it from his 
pocket. It was his mother again, no 


doubt calling to find out if he’d be coming over. He ignored 
the call. 


Mr. Varga called him shortly thereafter, but he had no idea 
how to break it to the man that 


his son was in jail so he avoided that conversation as well. 
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It wasn’t until Seth was sitting in a plastic chair in the 
nearest twenty-four-hour bail bond 


office that he finally got the call he’d been desperate for. 
“Hey baby,” said a familiar voice. 

“Lars!” he cried into the phone. 

“I miss you already.” He sounded calm. 


“You okay?” Seth asked. 


“AS Okay as | can be, | guess.” He sounded less sure. 
“Has anyone hurt you?” 


Lars snorted. “God, no. | haven’t even gotten to my cell 
yet.” 


Prison rape statistics against middle-class white inmates ran 
through Seth’s head. “You 


have to be careful. Don’t go to sleep. I’m working on bail 
now, but it’s going to take a few more 


hours.” 
“It’s okay. l'Il be fine, honestly.” 


“How can you say that?” Seth’s throat felt choked with 
tears. He swallowed to clear it. 


“What the hell am I going to tell your parents?” 


Lars sighed. “Damned if | know, baby. I’m sorry you’re in this 
position. Listen, I’m being 


held on the tenth floor, east wing, Tier U, Tank B.” 
“Did you find out what your bail is?” Seth asked. 
“Yeah.” There was a pause. “It’s $10,000, baby.” 
“What! That fucking judge—” 

“It'll be fine; it’s only six days—” 


“No way. I’m getting you out of there. l'Il get a bond.” 


“That’s going to be...what? A thousand bucks? I’m not sure 
it’s worth it.” 


“Like hell it isn’t!” Tears formed, but he couldn’t stop 
himself. “Your parents are in our 


house and they hate us, and my parents are mad all the 
time, and the only person | want to be 


with this entire holiday season is /n-fucking-carcerated.” 
Seth covered his face with his hand, 


trying to staunch the tears. “Why? Why did you do that?” 
“I can’t talk about it.” 
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“Even now?” 

“lII tell you all about it soon, | promise,” Lars said. 

“You better have a good reason.” 


“| do. You’re gonna love it.” There was noise in the 
background. “Baby, | have to go. I’m 


really sorry about all of this.” 


“| love you,” Seth blurted out. He waited to hear the answer, 
but the phone went dead. 


Lars’s one personal phone call was over. 


* OK OK OX 


It was nearly nine by the time the bail bondsman filed all 
the forms necessary and faxed 


them over to the jail. Seth walked to the King County 
Correctional Facility, teeth chattering in 


the cold evening wind. He was still in just his sweater-vest 
and dress shirt, having left his coat 


with his change of clothes back at the office. 


The towering jail in the center of the city looked like any 
older office building from afar, 


until one noticed all the windows were thin slits and barred. 


Seth checked in at the window of the waiting room and 
discovered Lars’s bail hadn’t been 


processed yet. He glanced around for a place to sit, but all 
the benches were taken, mostly with 


resigned-looking women, a few with young children, even at 
the late hour. The room was loud 


and cold, voices echoing unpleasantly through the space, 
and there was an unpleasant odor 


wafting from one corner. 


Seth resigned himself to leaning against the wall, still 
reeling from the fact that he was 


bailing his boyfriend out of jail. 


It had been hours since he’d last spoke to Lars. By now he’d 
be in an orange jumpsuit in 


some place uninvitingly termed Tank B, and Seth could only 
hope he wasn’t being attacked 


while Seth waited for paperwork ten floors below. 


Someone sang a Christmas carol down the hallway, but Seth 
blocked out all the various 


unpleasant noises. A desperate sadness filled him. This was 
a holiday they were never going to 


forget, in all the wrong ways. 
“Seth?” 
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Seth turned. He nearly tumbled over in surprise at the sight 
of Lars’s parents, bundled to 


the eyeballs, in the jail. 


“Mr. and Mrs. Varga!” he cried, rushing toward them. “What 
are you doing here?” 


“What do you think we’re doing here?” Mr. Varga grumbled. 
“Bailing out our son, that’s 


what we're doing.” 
“How did you find out?” 


“Since you said you were both working late, | called your 
office. Ms. Partridge told me.” 


Mr. Varga shook his head. “Besides, your excuse was 
obvious, utter bullshit.” 


Seth was too emotionally raw to fight anymore. “Yeah. 
Sorry.” He made a mental note to 


strangle Violet when he saw her next. 

“You have ten thousand dollars?” Mr. Varga asked. 
“| got a bond,” Seth said, “so it’s covered.” 

“Why didn’t you just tell us?” Mrs. Varga asked. 


Seth saw how tired and worried she looked. “I didn’t want to 
worry you. | didn’t know 


how to tell you. All of the above.” He shrugged. 
“Seth, honey!” 


Seth turned, gaping in shock as his mother and father 
walked through the doorway. 


“Honey, we just heard! How awful!” Seth’s mother hugged 
him and kissed his cheek. Her 


face was cold from the wind outside. “I brought a loaf of 
challah bread. | know Lars likes it. Do 


you think | can give it to him?” 
“She baked a shiv into it,” Seth’s father joked. 


“Dad, please don’t make jokes like that in a jail, okay?” Seth 
whispered desperately. 


“Heard? Heard from who?” 


“From your friend Violet! You didn’t answer your phone, and 
so | called the office.” 


Seth was going to strangle Violet, then pull all her hairs out 
one by one. 


“Why didn’t you just call us?” his father demanded. “We 
want to help!” 


Mr. and Mrs. Varga were staring oddly, and Seth realized he 
had to do the inevitable. 
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“Mom? Dad? | want you to meet Lars’s parents, Anne Marie 
and Christian Varga. Mr. and 


Mrs. Varga, these are my parents, Ruth and Herman Bellski.’ 


“Oh! Oh, how lovely to meet you, at long last!” Seth’s 
mother cheered, rushing forward to 


hug a startled Mrs. Varga. “I’ve been dying to have you over 
all week! Didn’t Seth and Lars tell 


you?” 


“No,” Mrs. Varga stuttered, pulling back from the embrace. 
She offered a nervous smile. 


“It’s...it’s nice to meet you.” 


“Call me Herman,” Seth’s father said, stepping forward to 
Shake Mr. Varga’s hand. “I take 


it you’re here for Lars, or do you have another son 
incarcerated this evening?” 


Seth winced, but to his surprise, Mr. Varga actually chuckled 
at that. “No, my other son is 


about as straitlaced as they come.” Seth thought Mr. Varga 
put a little too much unnecessary 


stress on the straight syllable, but his father didn’t catch 
that. 


“Lars is a wonderful boy. We consider him as much our son 
as Seth,” Mr. Bellski said. 


Seth’s mother chimed in. “Oh, yes! In fact, | think we like 
him better.” 


“Mother!” Seth cried in horror. 
Mrs. Varga smiled at that. “You two look a lot alike.” 


“| think so too, but Herman thinks Seth looks like him.” 
Seth’s mother put her arm around 


Seth. “How are you holding up, honey? You look tired.” 


“You think? I’ve been up all night trying to get Lars out of 
jail. Of course I’m tired.” 


“How stressful! Have some bread.” She offered Seth a bite 
of the beautiful brown glazed 


challah she had wrapped in a dish towel. 
“Not now, Ma, thanks.” 


“So what do you do, Mr. Bellski?” Mr. Varga asked. 


“Oh, I’m retired now, but | was an electrical engineer for 
over thirty-five years with GE.” 


Seth checked back in at the window, only to find his bail still 
hadn’t gone through. 


Apparently there was a backlog. It was going to take up to 
six hours, the woman warned him. 


Plus the system would have to be updated, Lars would have 
to gather his personal belongings 
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and be given paperwork to sign before being released. It 
would be past three in the morning by 


the time he got out. 
Seth hoped the jail would fall on him. 


It didn’t. So instead he took a deep breath and rejoined the 
crowd of relatives. 


Somehow Seth’s and Lars’s parents had managed to 
colonize one of the few benches in the 


waiting area. Considering how stifled conversation was with 
Mrs. Varga, Seth assumed the 


worst, but he saw that his parents talked enough for eight 
couples, let alone two, and were doing 


a good job of keeping the Vargas occupied. As long as Seth’s 
father didn’t bring up model trains, 


Seth thought the two men might have a shot at getting 
along. 


And Mrs. Varga and his mother couldn’t have been more 
opposite, but something about 


his own mother’s fierce affection seemed to be warming 
Lars’s mother. She was smiling, and it 


wasn’t that fake, nervous, plastered-on smile. 
Seth warily approached. 


In low voices, his father and Mr. Varga discussed the sad 
collection of human beings also 


awaiting loved ones on the other benches. 


Seth’s mother patted the bench. “Seth, honey, sit with us. 
You must be exhausted. Look at 


you! Why aren’t you wearing a coat?” 
“I didn’t expect to be out this late.” 


“Well you look ready to freeze to death. Come sit between 
us.” His mother opened her 


arms, and Seth squeezed onto the bench between them. His 
mother pulled him close, obviously 


trying to warm him with her own body heat. While Seth was 
mortified, his body betrayed him, 


grateful for the heat, and he inadvertently leaned into her. 


“I was just telling Anne Marie about the whale-watching trip 
we all went on last summer,” 


his mother said, “and how you and Lars both got sick on the 
boat.” 


Seth rolled his eyes. “It was stormy, Mom.” 
“Your father and | were perfectly fine.” 
“Lars and | aren’t seafaring folk.” 


“You all went on vacation together?” Mrs. Varga asked as if 
the concept itself was 


nonsensical. 
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Seth’s mother nodded. “Oh yes. Seth, Lars, Herman, and | 
go on a trip together every 


summer. | love spending time with my boys. Lars is a hoot.” 


“We even added him into the will,” Seth’s father interrupted, 
“so if he’s willing to knock 


you off, Seth, he’s set for life!” He laughed at his own joke. 


“Great, Dad. Lars can inherit Mom’s fifty dollars’ worth of 
jewelry and your entire 


collection of Narrow Gauge & Shortline Gazette.” 


Seth’s parents laughed, but Mr. Varga frowned at Seth’s 
father. “You put our son in your 


will?” 


Seth’s father shrugged. “Why not? He’s part of our family 
now, aS much as our daughter’s 


husband, Aaron.” 


“We just /ove Lars,” his mother gushed. “He’s so talented! 
And he’s been so good for 


Seth.” 
“Mom!” Seth cried. 


“What, honey? It’s true.” Seth’s mother leaned around Seth 
to speak intimately with Mrs. 


Varga. “Seth has been a much happier man since moving in 
with your son. He’s really 


blossomed.” 


Seth couldn’t take being discussed in third person anymore, 
so he decided to wait beside 


the waste bin instead. Then he noticed a used condom at 
the top. How the hell did that get in 


here? He didn’t want to know. He moved away. 


The wait took a lifetime. And then some. His youth passed 
him by. Arthritis took root in 


his joints. He suffered memory loss. He craved fiber. 


At long last, a familiar flop of blond hair emerged from 
around the corner. Lars was back 


in his suit, albeit with the dress shirt open at the collar and 
jacket and tie slung over his arm. He 


rushed toward Seth, and the two of them hugged for a long 
moment. As calm as Lars appeared, 


Seth felt the vibrations of fear in his torso and immediately 
knew how hard the last twelve hours 


had been for him. 
“Don’t look at the bench,” Seth whispered in Lars’s ear. 


Lars’s eyes flickered over and widened. “Christ, what are 
they all doing here?” 
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“Apparently everyone came with the independent plan of 
bailing you out. Or at least, I’m 


assuming that’s what my parents came to do. My mother 
also baked you a loaf of bread.” 


“I'll take it. | haven’t eaten anything since that pizza. I’m 
starving.” 


Seth led Lars over, where the Bellskis instantly rose to hug 
him and give him gifts of bread 


and the number of a “good lawyer,” which Herman seemed 
to think was pretty funny. 


The Vargas watched this physical, exuberant display of 
affection from a distance. There 


was a noticeable tension in them. Mrs. Varga stepped 
forward and hugged her son. 


“I’m so glad you’re all right, honey,” she said softly. 


“Thanks, Mom.” Lars rubbed her back. When he pulled back, 
he squared his shoulders and 


faced his father. 


“Dad. | know you probably have a lot to say to me. But I’m 
asking you to hold judgment. | 


had a reason.” 


“I know you did. You’re not an idiot.” Mr. Varga shook Lars’s 
hand, then pulled him into 


a half back pat, half hug that looked uncomfortable for 
everyone involved. “Let’s get out of 


here.” 
“Amen to that,” Mrs. Varga said. 


“You all hungry? | have a brisket at home,” Seth’s mother 
said. “I made it since it was the 


fourth night of Hanukkah, but none of my children showed 
up.” 


“Mom—” Seth started. 


“I know, | know.” She held up her hand. “You have a 
perfectly reasonable excuse for not 


showing up. It’s your sister that | don’t understand. Anyway, 
| also have knishes, Lars.” 


Lars rallied a small smile. “Sounds wonderful, Ruthie, but 
honestly, | just want to go to 


Sleep.” 


“Of course, honey.” Seth’s mother handed him the loaf of 
bread. “Take this, go home, 


Sleep. l'Il see you two tomorrow.” 


Seth nearly challenged her on that, but he was too 
exhausted to do more than bid his 


parents farewell and walk Lars back to their car, with the 
Vargas a polite few steps behind. 
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Seth knew the Vargas watched them, but he didn’t care. He 
put his arm around Lars’s 


waist as they walked. 
“How are you doing?” he whispered. “Really?” 


“The toilets are disgusting in there.” Lars shuddered. “But 
l'Il be fine, baby. | promise.” 


Lars fumbled in his briefcase for his phone and glanced at 
his messages. “Damn. George called. 


Can | have a few minutes alone? | need to speak with him.” 


Seth nodded and fell back with Lars’s parents. The wind and 
roar from the interstate was 


too loud for good conversation, so they walked in a silence 
that was, for the first time, 


comfortable. 


Seth glanced at his own phone for messages and noticed 
the date. “Hey. It’s officially 


Christmas Eve.” 
Mrs. Varga smiled at him. “Happy Christmas Eve.” 


“Happy Christmas Eve,” Seth said back. “And it’s the fifth 
day of Hanukkah.” 


“What do you traditionally say to that?” she asked. 
Seth shrugged. “Happy Hanukkah is just fine.” 
“Happy Hanukkah,” Mrs. Varga said. 


They followed Lars through the parking garage until they 
found their car. Lars finished his 


call and threw the keys to Seth. Seth drove. Everyone else 
was silent for most of the ride, 


although Seth did notice Mrs. Varga reaching between the 
front seats to pat her son’s hand. 


At home Seth went straight to bed, but Lars took a long 
shower. He entered their bedroom 


with his hair damp and his skin red from being scrubbed 
clean. His body was still hot from the 


water, and he curled around Seth in a tight embrace. 


Seth held him close, feeling waves of exhaustion from his 
partner. 


“George got the last of his evidence this morning, and the 
sting operation occurred at eight 


o’clock,” Lars mumbled into Seth’s neck. 
“What? What evidence?” Seth asked. 
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Lars pulled back slightly. “George Stritzke’s an undercover 
cop. He’d been collecting 


evidence on Kirill Mordehovich’s business, Mechti 
Enterprises. He needed to get the names and 


trace the money transferred for arms deals he was making. 
Mordehovich was a smuggler.” 


Seth felt like he’d been punched in the chest. “Wh-what the 
fuck! George is undercover?” 


“Was. After my arrest, he sped up operations and ordered 
the raid. He couldn't risk 


anything from the money transfers getting out before 
Mordehovich was apprehended.” 


“Wait, wait wait. Back up.” Seth frowned. “Why was he 
divorcing Lola?” 


“He’s been undercover for almost a year,” Lars explained. 
“But Mordehovich was getting 


Suspicious. He was worried that Mordehovich would retaliate 
and hurt Lola if it came out that 


George was a narc. The only thing George could do that 
wouldn’t arouse his employer’s 


suspicion but get Lola out of the way, was to divorce her.” 
“Why the hell didn’t he tell his wife?” Seth asked. 


Lars shrugged. “If Lola knew, there would be a chance it 
could leak, and she’d be 


Mordehovich’s first target. It’s his style, according to 
George. He kills the loved ones of 


employees who betray him. Even without George telling her, 
Lola was in danger. Remember her 


Carjacking? That was one of Mordehovich’s guys giving 
George a warning. He only told me after 


| found the same bank statements you did and tried to make 
the information part of the 


settlement. When you discovered those statements, you 
risked exposing the entire undercover 


operation by making the financial records part of the public 
record. George had been transferring 


funds from Mechti Enterprises customers for months, 
building his case against Mordehovich. If 


they’d gone public, Mordehovich would have known George 
was working against him. Lola 


would have been in terrible danger.” 


Seth blinked. “So you got yourself thrown into jail for 
contempt of court in order to save 


my client’s life?” 


The corner of Lars’s mouth curled up. “I told you you'd love 
t 


Seth shook his head. “Incredible. Only you could make going 
to jail a noble cause.” 


“It was so damned hard not to tell you any of this.” Lars 
stroked Seth’s face. “I don’t ever 


want to do this again, work on opposite sides of a case. It 
killed me not to tell you the truth.” 


Seth sighed. “I wish | had never found those statements.” 
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Lars smiled. “I’m impressed. You followed a trail that was 
pretty cold, baby. That was 


good research.” 
“You did too.” 


“Yeah, but | had an advantage. George was my client. | had 
more access to his information 


than you. You did your job, and you stumped me in court. In 
any other circumstance, I'd be 


buying you a bottle of wine and celebrating your brilliance. 
As it is, | think I’d rather just curl up 


with you and sleep through the rest of the holidays.” 


“Deal.” Seth pulled the blanket over the two of them, let 
Lars wrap his long limbs tightly 


around him like a hot, hairy octopus. His breathing slowed. 


Seth was drifting to sleep when a thought occurred to him. 
“Lars? What was George going 


to do if the divorce actually went through? He didn’t actually 
want to leave his wife, did he?” 


Lars mumbled against Seth’s chest. “Mm? No, he didn’t 
want it. He’s got a vacation 


planned in Hawaii. He wanted to fly her there and get 
remarried. But of course, since we failed 


to get the divorce finalized, they won’t need to.” 
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Chapter Ten 

Saturday, December 24 


Smothered by the heat of Lars’s large body, Seth didn’t 
Sleep well. But every time he tried 


to pull away, Lars yanked him closer in his sleep, so Seth 
gave up trying to be comfortable and 


let Lars take what he wanted. 


He drifted off toward dawn but awoke shortly thereafter, his 
neck cricked from aggressive 


unconscious nuzzling. He let Lars sleep in and got up 
instead, taking a shower and deciding to 


brave the Vargas alone. He’d had plenty of practice by this 
point. 


It didn’t surprise him to find both of Lars’s parents awake at 
that hour, on a Saturday no 


less. The coffeepot was on, and there were even cinnamon 
rolls baking in the oven. The smell 


filled the entire apartment. 


Seth examined the decorated Christmas tree with a smile. 
His friends growing up usually 


had eclectic trees with random bits of tinsel and a chaotic 
collection of various handmade and 


store-bought ornaments, like a flea market displayed on 
branches. But this tree was decorated 


with precision in mind. 


The white lights spiraled around in perfectly even rows. The 
tinsel was applied with 


meticulous equidistance. There were four sets of ornaments, 
dispersed across the tree in logical 


patterns that must have taken hours to construct. The Star 
of David ornaments were actually 


quite tasteful. The other ornaments were glass balls or shiny 
metallic red baubles that gave the 


tree a uniform beauty. 


It was the nicest decorated Christmas tree Seth had ever 
seen. 
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Mrs. Varga admired the tree with him in silence for a 
moment, then said, “Lars loved 


cinnamon rolls on Christmas Eve mornings when he was 
younger. | hope you don’t mind that | 


used your kitchen.” 


“Of course not. Our home is your home.” Seth gestured at 
the tree. “This is fantastic. I’ve 


never seen such a beautiful decoration job.” 


Mrs. Varga looked pleased with the compliment. “Thank 
you.” 


“Is Lars still sleeping?” Mr. Varga asked from the dining 
table. He didn’t bother looking 


up from his paper. 


Seth nodded. “Like the dead. | thought I'd finish my holiday 
shopping and let him catch a 


few more hours of sleep.” 


Mr. Varga folded the paper. “Are you going downtown? Can 
we join you?” 


Seth felt his eyebrows rise in surprise but controlled his 
voice. “Sure. Let me leave hima 


note, and l'Il get the car keys.” 


They drove to Westlake Center. Even though it was early, 
the mall was already at 


maximum capacity with last-minute shoppers. Cheery carols 
burst from every store, and a 


regiment of Salvation Army bell ringers clanged outside 
every entrance to the mall. 


Seth’s phone rang. It was Lola Stritzke. 

“Hi, Lola.” 

“Seth! | heard about your boyfriend. Is he all right?” 
“Sure, he’s at home sleeping. No worries.” 


“Thank God! When George told me what happened, I was 
devastated.” 


Seth smiled. “So you’ve talked to George?” He wasn’t sure 
how much of what Lars had 


told him was still in confidence, so he didn’t volunteer any 
information. 


“Yes, | have...” There was a pause. “Seth, | wanted to share 
with you some good news. | 


got the best Christmas present | could ever have hoped for. 
George and | are back together!” 


“Really?” Seth feigned surprise. “That’s fantastic!” 


“I can’t tell you all the details, but the good news is, he 
never stopped loving me. Thank 


God the divorce didn’t go through!” 
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“Yeah, good timing.” 


“But | wanted you to know, even though we never finalized 
our divorce, we’ll be paying 


your attorney fees, of course. And Lars’s. Especially after 
what he’s gone through for us.” 


“Thanks.” 


Seth heard a strange sucking noise. He grimaced as he 
realized he was hearing the sound of 


someone getting a hickey. On the phone. 


“| gotta go,” Lola said, unsurprisingly. “But thank you again 
for all your help. | just had to 


share the wonderful news!” 


“I’m so happy for you and George,” Seth said. “Wish him the 
best from me. Merry 


Christmas.” 
“Happy Hanukkah, Seth.” She hung up the phone. 
Seth was still grinning when he rejoined the Vargas. 


“Who was that?” Mr. Varga asked. 


“My client. She wanted to wish Lars and me a happy 
holiday.” 


Mr. Varga grunted. 


They passed by a store selling Waterford crystal, and Mrs. 
Varga excitedly glanced in the 


window. Seth slowed their pace, letting her point to the 
items inside that attracted her attention. 


“Christian, look, they have centerpiece bowls I’ve never 
seen before! | don’t have that one 


in my collection.” 


“Mmm.” Mr. Varga wasn’t really paying attention, but Seth 
made a mental note. 


They continued walking. Seth stopped in a kitchenware 
store and paid for the Japanese 


chef’s knives he’d ordered weeks ago as his gift for Lars. He 
was useless at wrapping, so he had 


them wrapped in the store. While Mrs. Varga browsed, he 
and Lars’s father waited near the 


register. 


“Seth.” Mr. Varga didn’t look at him. He was watching his 
wife in the distance. “You sure 


you can cover Lars’s bail?” 


“Of course,” Seth said. “I can always afford anything Lars 
needs.” 
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“But the bail was a grand, and those knives aren’t cheap...” 
Mr. Varga nodded at the six- 


piece walnut-handled Damascus-patterned, stainless 
santoku set. 


Seth shrugged. “I could just claim that posting bail itself is 
my gift to him, but unwrapping 


a bail bond invoice isn’t really that festive.” 
Mr. Varga frowned. “I could help with the cost if you want.” 
“Thank you, but no. I’m happy to pay it.” 


Mr. Varga didn’t say anything further about the bail, but he 
clearly wanted to speak to Seth 


about something. They split up for a bit and Seth was able 
to buy the crystal bowl Mrs. Varga 


had been eyeing, but he still didn’t have anything for Lars’s 
father. 


When they met up again half an hour later, he was shocked 
by the number of presents 


they’d purchased in such a short time. The mall had a 
frantic air about it now. Seth wondered if 


they’d sped up the Christmas carol soundtrack. Even the 
Santas raced around. It was chaos. 


“Is there anything you and Lars need?” Mrs. Varga asked, 
walking beside Seth. 


“Something that could help the two of you out? | don’t know 
what you already have.” 


Seth shrugged. “Not really. We kind of have all we need 
already.” The answer clearly 


dispirited her, so he added, “But Lars has really wanted a 
new set of speakers for our stereo 


system for a while. If you wanted to get those for us, | could 
show you what kind he’d prefer.” 


“That would be wonderful.” Mrs. Varga touched Seth’s arm. 
It was the first time she’d 


voluntarily touched him. 


He noticed they were both friendly this morning. Was it the 
effects of Christmas Eve? Too 


much egg nog the day before while Seth was rushing finding 
bail bonds? Even Mr. Varga asked 


questions about Seth’s family. It was as if seeing that the 
Bellskis were willing to take Lars in as 


one of their own somehow threatened their hold on their 
son, and they were making an effort to 


do the same. 


In the technology section of the big box store they found 
themselves in, Mr. Varga asked 


Seth all sorts of questions about his own gadgets and, upon 
seeing Seth’s phone, determined that 


Seth needed something better and promptly bought it for 
him. Seth tried protesting, but Mr. 


Varga had none of it. Seth was getting a new phone, and 
that was final. 


96 
Astrid Amara 


“And a new Bluetooth set,” Mr. Varga threw in, tossing the 
box to the sales clerk. “And 


you have covers for this thing? Earphones? Let’s get all the 
accessories.” 


“Really, Mr. Varga, | don’t need that much—” Seth protested. 


“Nonsense. You can’t expect to be a successful attorney and 
get calls and e-mails at all 


hours with that old thing. You need a data plan, and you 
need to be reachable. Come on, let’s 


check out the covers. Tell me which one you like, and l'Il get 
it for you.” 


What had started as a small purchase of speakers for their 
apartment had become some 


odyssey to resurrect the US economy’s consumable goods 
market in one fell swoop. Seth 


endured, preferring this to the alternative, which was Mr. 
Varga insulting him. 


Seth felt embarrassed with the number of gifts. “Thanks a 
lot, Mr. Varga. It’s very 


generous of you.” 
“Stop calling me that. My name’s Christian.” 


“Okay”—Seth frowned—“Christian.” It was a name that 
always sat awkwardly on his 


tongue, like he was calling them out for something. 
He was really grateful he didn’t know anyone named Jew. 
Mr. Varga moved to the register to pay. 


If Seth had been closer to Lars’s mother, he might have 
asked if he was on some sort of 


strong painkiller. Instead he asked her what he might like as 
a Christmas present. 


Mrs. Varga whispered, “Well, he recently has been getting 
into building model train 


sets...” 
Seth stared. “You have got to be kidding me.” 


“Not at all! It’s a common hobby, | understand,” Mrs. Varga 
said defensively. “But | have 


no idea where one would get parts for a train set.” 


“You don’t happen to know what scale his set is, would 
you?” Seth asked. 


Mrs. Varga frowned. “Scale? | have no idea.” 


“No problem. I’ve got just the present for him.” He laughed. 
“Who knew?” 


“What’s so funny?” Mr. Varga demanded, returning with his 
purchase. 


“Nothing,” Seth said. “But | think you and my father are 
going to get along famously.” 
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* OK OK OX 


It took two trips up the elevator to lug home all the presents 
as well as the wrapping paper, 


and by the time Seth tuned the radio to Christmas carols, 
Lars stumbled awake. 


His face had golden stubble, and he still looked tired, but he 
smiled sleepily at the sight of 


his mother wrapping presents on the dining room table. 
“Good morning, Mom.” 
Mrs. Varga smiled. “Did you sleep well?” 


“Yeah, like a champ.” Lars grinned at Seth. “Where’ve you 
been?” 


“Spending money.” 


Lars hesitated only for a moment, then kissed Seth briefly. 
Seth glanced over to Mrs. 


Varga. If she noticed the kiss, she didn’t react, which was a 
relief. 


“Why does it smell like cinnamon rolls in here?” Lars asked, 
yawning. 


Seth nodded toward the kitchen. “Because your mother 
baked cinnamon rolls.” 


“No way!” Lars threw open the oven. “Thanks, Mom!” 
Mrs. Varga tied a bow on her present, smiling. 
“Where's Dad?” Lars asked. 


“In the office, wrapping things,” Seth said. “Which reminds 
me...” He put the 


professionally wrapped knives under the tree. 
Seth motioned at it for Lars to see. “Presents go here.” 


Lars snorted. “You want me to put yours under there? No 
way. You are too obsessed with 


presents. You'll spend the next twenty-four hours shaking 
it.” 


Seth pouted. 
“No. You can have it tomorrow.” 
“Damn you.” Seth gave up. 


It was raining again, so they spent much of the day indoors. 
Lars brought out a 


backgammon set, and he and his father played while his 
mother started dinner. 
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“I’m thinking of inviting your folks over, Seth,” she said from 
the kitchen. “Are there 


foods they don’t eat?” 
Lars and Seth glanced at each other in panic. 
“You sure you want to do that?” Seth asked. 


Mrs. Varga popped her head around the corner. “Yes, they 
seemed very nice last night. 


And...we should spend some time with them since you two 
are...” Mrs. Varga bit her lip, trying 


to come up with the appropriate term. 

“In love?” Lars offered. 

“Consigned to the second circle of hell?” Seth suggested. 
Lars snorted. 


Mrs. Varga shook her head. “Do your parents have any food 
allergies?” 


“They don’t keep kosher, but they also don’t eat pork. 
Otherwise | think you’re good with 


anything.” 


“I can help you cook,” Lars offered. 


“No, you've cooked nearly every meal we've had,” she said. 
“We can do Christmas dinner 


together, but for Christmas Eve, | want to do my turkey.” 


When Seth called his mother to inform her that they were 
invited over for a joint Christmas 


Eve/Hanukkah meal, Seth thought his mother might have 
some sort of infarction right then and 


there. 


“Oh, Seth! We’d Jove to come over! /’// bring over the 
knishes!” 


“Fine, Ma. Don’t bring anything else, though. Mrs. Varga has 
it covered. And can you put 


Dad on the phone?” 
“Sure, honey, why?” 


“I have to ask him a question about model trains.” Words he 
never thought he’d ever say, 


but then again, he also never thought he’d have to bail his 
boyfriend out of jail on Christmas Eve. 


It just went to show that nothing in life was predictable. And 
while it was truly exhausting, 


he had to confess it also was pretty damned interesting too. 


* OK OK OX 
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As far as awkward family gatherings go, this hadn’t been 
the worst. 


When Seth was fourteen, his older sister had brought home 
her boyfriend for Hanukkah, 


and it was probably the most painful holiday meal of his life. 


Seth had also sat through many Christmas traditions in the 
past and, as a Jew, always had 


that vaguely disconcerting feeling he was crashing a party. 
He didn’t know the carols. He had no 


stocking. 


In comparison, the Varga/Bellski dinner was relatively 
pleasant. Even when Aaron, 


Rachel, and his niece and nephew showed up unexpectedly, 
everyone rallied to the challenge of 


finding enough places to sit. 


Mrs. Varga and Seth’s mother both got a chance to coo over 
the grandchildren, although 


Seth hated to admit how jealous he felt when he saw how 
easily Rachel won Mrs. Varga over. 


Apparently all you needed to do was have some babies to 
please certain people. He could have 


told Mrs. Varga his sister ironed kittens and worshipped 
Satan and it probably wouldn’t have 


mattered, because Caleb and Allison were adorable, and 
therefore Rachel was too. 


Lars put candles in their new menorah, and Seth’s mother 
led a candle lighting ceremony 


for the fifth night of Hanukkah. The large Jewish contingent 
of the guests recited the prayers, 


even the kids, which seemed to make Mrs. Varga 
uncomfortable. Luckily her multicultural pains 


ended nearly as quickly as they began, and everyone dug 
in. 


On one end of the table, the two fathers spoke animatedly 
about track plans, and on the 


other end, the two mothers shared stories of Lars and Seth 
growing up, in between bouts of 


admiration for Allison and Caleb, who were busy ignoring 
everyone and playing video games in 


the bedroom. 


Rachel, Aaron, Lars, and Seth ended up in the living room 
playing cards and drinking beer, 


which all four of them decided was the best of all possible 
worlds. 


Seth’s parents brought over two framed, matching 
photographs of Seth and Lars for 


Hanukkah gifts. It was one of the few good pictures of the 
two of them, standing with the 


Olympic mountain range behind them, Lars’s arms around 
Seth’s shoulders. They were both 


smiling for once. 
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Seth wasn’t sure where they were going to put it, because 
he thought it was pretentious to 


hang a picture of just the two of them. But Lars instantly 
claimed it. 


“Hey, can I put this in my office?” 


Seth shrugged. “Sure, if you want it.” He turned to see how 
the Vargas were reacting to 


having framed evidence of their son’s homosexuality gifted 
to them. 


Mrs. Varga smiled. “Thank you so much. It’s a lovely photo 
of them.” 


“Thanks,” Mr. Varga added. Whether the photo would end 
up hidden in the back of an 


unused dresser was unknown, but at least they didn’t make 
any derogatory comments. 


It was late again by the time Seth and his mother finished 
cleaning up and the Bellskis left 


for the night. Having slept poorly the night before, Seth was 
too exhausted to do much after 


dinner other than crawl under the covers, but Lars had other 
plans. 


Seth lethargically responded as Lars seduced him. They 
didn’t talk; they just moved lazily 


together under the covers, and each hypnotic caress 
expressed words, every kiss explained a 


feeling. Lars had more energy; he maneuvered Seth as if he 
were a rag doll, using fingers and 


tongue and the steady, rhythmic press of his cock to speak 
a language they’d both invented years 


ago. And when it was over and they lay side by side in the 
bed they’d bought together, sheets 


fragrant with the odors of their bodies, Seth experienced a 
drowsy epiphany—family had 


burdened them, but they had also set them free by loving 
who they were, both alone and now 


together. 

Hanukkah had never seemed more special. 
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Chapter Eleven 


Sunday, December 25 


Seth’s Christmas morning began with a boner poking him in 
the back. 


He shifted. The boner came with him. He turned on his 
stomach. The boner followed. Lars 


rolled on top of him. Seth was smothered by Lars’s heavy 
torso, smelling his sleepy, masculine 


scent. 


“Merry Christmas, baby,” Lars whispered, voice cracked with 
morning tiredness. 


Seth couldn’t see him, so he flexed his pelvis in response. 
“Can | open my present?” 


Lars laughed into his hair. “You’re so impatient. Maybe | 
didn’t get you anything. Maybe | 


just have this for you.” He pushed his cock against the crack 
of Seth’s ass, which sent a delicious 


shock of sensation through his groin. His dick was already 
semihard, getting harder against the 


mattress. 


“You're lying,” Seth said. “You got me something awesome, | 
can tell.” 


“What did you get me?” 
“Bail.” 


“Probably the best present I’ve ever received.” Lars’s hands 
stroked Seth’s ass. “Thank 


you. | mean it.” 


“I know. And I got you something else too, but you don’t get 
it until | get my present.” 


Lars climbed over Seth, resuming his imitation of an 
extremely muscled cloak, but adding 


an occasional, lazy thrust which pushed his erection against 
Seth’s crack. 


Seth relaxed under the weight, unwilling to open his eyes. 
“All you ever do is molest me,” Seth commented. 
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“Mm.” Lars maneuvered Seth so he was kneeling, granting 
Lars access to his ass. Seth 


stretched, arching his back. 

“Will you let me fuck you?” Lars whispered. 
“Sure.” 

“Hard?” 


“Your parents might hear.” Seth was about to give another 
warning when he felt the cool 


Slide of lubricated fingers against his crack and the startling 
press of Lars’s thumb into his hole. 


He sighed contentedly into his pillow. 


Lars fingered Seth’s hole as he used his other hand to 
caress Seth’s scrotum, reaching 


round to stroke Seth’s cock. Seth liked morning fucks like 
this, where he got to extend his 


sleeping in and Lars did the work. He found a comfortable 
position and just luxuriated in the 


sensation of Lars’s growing hunger as his fingers moved 
more rapidly and his tongue made way 


for teeth and small bites. 


Seth felt the mattress shift under him as Lars positioned 
himself behind him. He reminded 


himself not to make a noise. He felt the warm press of Lars’s 
cock against his entrance and the 


Slow opening of his anus to let him inside. Once Lars 
pressed past the tight muscle, he pushed his 


full length inside slowly, moving closer so that his thighs 
rested against the backs of Seth’s own 


thighs. 


Seth braced himself against the mattress as Lars started 
fucking him. He gave a few slow, 


long strokes but then quickly accelerated, gripping Seth’s 
hips as if he could spread him open 


wider. Seth’s vision condensed to flashes of pressure, light 
and dark, vivid streaks of pleasure 


shocking through his nervous system every time Lars 
contacted his prostate. 


Seth emitted a breathy gasp at one deep stroke that 
seemed to core through his entire body, 


and Lars curled an arm around Seth and repositioned them 
both, aiming his cock to pulse against 


the same spot repeatedly. Seth keened quietly, hands 
grappling against the mattress and trying to 


find enough purchase to stroke his aching cock. He was so 
close. 


Lars shifted and plunged deeper, moaning into Seth’s 
shoulder as he came. Seth felt almost 


desperate with need now. 
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Lars reached around and stroked Seth’s cock with the same 
rhythm of his thrusts, still hard 


enough to make each penetration count. Ecstasy coursed 
upward, through him and out, coating 


Lars’s hand and his pillow as he stifled his climax with 
gritted teeth. 


Seth collapsed back onto the mattress, and Lars moved with 
him, once more resuming his 


role as lead X-ray apron over Seth’s back. 


“There is no way your parents didn’t hear that,” Seth 
warned. 


Lars chuckled, his breath warm against Seth’s ear. “I know. 
Oh well. It’s Christmas. They 


aren’t going to say anything.” He lifted long enough for Seth 
to roll over and face him. They 


stared at each other for a moment, and then Seth could no 
longer resist. He kissed Lars, long and 


sweet, feeling a bubble of perfection enclose them both and 
this one moment in time, trapped and 


perfect, and he held the image in his mind to remember 
forever. Regardless of the future, they 


had this one sublime morning. And now that it existed, it 
could never be destroyed. 


* OK OOK x 


The Varga family Christmas tradition included morning 
pancakes followed by church. 


Seth liked the pancake part. 


Lars chose the Central Lutheran Church for his parents since 
it was in line with their 


beliefs and a relatively close location to home. The church 
was pretty and well decorated for the 


holiday season, and seemed packed to the brim with old 
couples and the occasional 


rambunctious child dressed in uncomfortable-looking, 
perfectly ironed church clothes. 


The robes—and more so the crosses—made Seth 
uncomfortable, though he made an effort 


not to shy away from them like some vampire. Instead he 
kept his expression neutral, hiding his 


extreme discomfort of finding himself sitting on a hard 
wooden pew between an old man who 


looked like one of the original Viking raiders of Saxon lands 
and Lars, who attended church in 


clothes more suited for a movie launch. 


Seth had never sat through a Lutheran liturgy before, so he 
wasn’t sure whether all services 


were quite so musical or if it was because it was Christmas 
Day. Lars sang the multitude of 


songs in perfect key and didn’t stumble on any words, as if 
he went to church daily. Seth held the 


book of hymns and moved his lips silently since he had no 
idea how the songs went. He hoped 


he wasn’t expected to eat any wafers or drink any wine, 
because taking a sacrament while Jewish 
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seemed like the kind of thing that would get the Varga 
family thrown out of church and maybe 


heaven. 


Seth wondered if his awkwardness was what Mrs. Varga had 
felt the previous night when 


the Bellskis were reciting prayers in Hebrew, and he decided 
to cut her a little slack. He leaned 


forward to glance past Lars and his father to see Mrs. Varga, 
singing happily, her thin face alight 


with joy. And suddenly his awkwardness felt ridiculous. It 
was Christmas. It was their trip to 


meet him and show their support for their son even if they 
didn’t fully embrace all his choices. It 


was all good. 


So he mouthed something about the holy land and instead 
thought excitedly about the rest 


of the day—a cold day tucked warmly inside the home he 
Shared with Lars, eating and drinking 


coffee, smelling the pine needles from their tree and the 
honey-sweet wax candles in their 


menorah, watching Lars’s face as he opened that beautiful 
knife set. He anticipated how Mrs. 


Varga would react to her crystal bowl, and what Mr. Varga 
would think when he saw the 


impressive collection of relays, sensors, and electronic 
controllers that Seth’s father had donated 


to the cause. They would add a functionality to Mr. Varga’s 
railroad that he would love, 


according to Seth’s dad. Seth just liked wrapping each and 
every circuit board and sensor 


separately. It would take Mr. Varga an hour to get through 
his complete collection. The idea 


made Seth smile. 


The choir broke into German verse as they sang, “O Helland 
reiss die Himmel auf,” a 


hymn that was at once beautiful and totally 
incomprehensible. 


Like Lars. 
Or for that matter, like their combined families. 


Lars’s hand snuck between them, and his fingers brushed 
Seth’s. They held hands briefly. 


No words were needed. 
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